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ABSTRACT 


MAXIMIZING MEMBERS IN MINISRY: PERFECTING THE 
PROCESS OF NEW MEMBER ASSIMILATION 
IN A THRIVING CONGREGATION 


by 
Claudette Farmer 
United Theological Seminary, 2015 


Mentors 
Angela Washington, DMin 
Donnell Moore, DMin 
The context for this doctoral project is St. James United Methodist Church located in 
Alpharetta, Georgia. The purpose of this project is to enhance an existing new member 
assimilation model of ministry to encourage greater participation in the ongoing 
ministries of the church. If new members become rooted and grounded in the heart and 
soul of the church based on a biblical model of assimilation, greater member participation 
will occur in the ongoing ministries of the church. The desired outcome is too identify 
what works and doesn’t, implement modifications and observe and evaluate modified 


changes. 
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INTRODUCTION 


The church is defined not as the actual building itself, but as a group of believers. 
Thus, at its core the church is each individual Christian. When new members join a 
church, it is the responsibility of the church members to embrace the new members by 
assimilating them into the life and culture of the church. This is best done through a 
structured new member assimilation process. New member assimilation is thus a vital 
part of the great commission to “go make disciples for Jesus Christ.” New member 
assimilation is arguably one of the most important aspects and roles of the church in the 
disciple making process. 

The new member assimilation process is one that should guide and ease the new 
member into their new church family and further embrace, equip and empower the new 
member to become a disciple for Jesus Christ. Despite being such an important aspect of 
the life of the church and in the life of a new member, new member assimilation models 
often fail to meet the needs of new members, and must be evaluated periodically for 
effectiveness. When new members are not properly assimilated, they are less likely to 
become engaged and active in the life and on-going ministries of the church and can even 
leave the church and the faith all together. 

Upon assuming the role of Associate Pastor, at St. James United Methodist 
Church, it became apparent that the church was thriving and experiencing continual 


growth. However, only 27% of all new members were being assimilated into the church, 


which resulted in minimal member participation in the ministries of the church. The 
80/20 rule was in full effect; simply stated 80% of the work of ministry was being done 
by only 20% of the members. 

This project examined an existing model of new member assimilation at St. James 
United Methodist Church to improve its effectiveness, with the end goal of enhancing the 
current new member assimilation model, to insure that new members are properly 
assimilated into the church and are actively engaged in the life and ministries of the 
church. Although designed for St. James United Methodist church, this new member 
assimilation model can be replicated and used in other churches. 

Chapter one, Ministry Focus, discusses my spiritual journey and call to ministry. 
Additionally, this chapter describes in detail the context for this project, St. James United 
Methodist church, in Alpharetta, Georgia. This chapter addresses the connection between 
my spiritual formations, the context for this project and my passion for wanting to 
research the topic of new member assimilation. 

Chapter two, Biblical Foundations, discusses the way in which the topic of new 
member assimilation is addressed in both Old and New Testament scriptures. The book 
of Ruth, discusses the relationship between Ruth and Naomi and the assimilation of Ruth: 
a Moabite woman, a foreigner, into a new culture. Additionally, the book of Acts 
addresses how new members were assimilated in the early Christian church. In both the 
Old and New Testament scriptures, new members were incorporated into the body after 
being embraced, equipped, and empowered by those who welcomed them with agape 


love and kindness. 


Chapter three, Historical Foundations, discusses the history of new member 
assimilation through the lens of the Methodist denomination. If further explores the life 
and history of John Wesley, the Father of Methodism. John Wesley created a method of 
assimilating new Christians into small groups. These groups were known as societies, cell 
groups and clubs and have an emphasis on holy living. The creation of these groups 
formed not only a movement, but also a denomination. 

Chapter four, Theological Foundations, discusses theologians, such as Paul 
Tillich, and Howard Thurman and their understanding of God being a God of Love and 
Tertullian and Karl Bart and their understanding of the relational God and lastly, Richard 
Niebuhr and Martin Luther King Jr. and their understanding of God as Communal. It is in 
this chapter that you will hear how these theologians helped to shape my understanding 
of new member assimilation and the influence these theologians had on model of new 
member assimilation. These theologians further gave me a framework for understanding 
how God desires for us as Christians to welcome and love new members into Christian 
communities. 

Chapter five, Theoretical Foundations, discusses others who have researched and 
studied new member assimilation and the ways in which they have addressed the 
problem. Additionally, this chapter looks at various new member assimilation models and 
discusses various techniques and methods of addressing the problem of members not 
being properly assimilated into the life and ministries of the church. 

Finally, chapter six, Project Analysis, discusses the fieldwork and implementation 
of the project. Included is the detailed review of the steps taken to gather and analyze 


data. The chapter further discusses survey results and participant responses and 


comments to interview questions. Included are the timeline and outcomes of the research 
model, and step-by-step details of the implementation of the model. Additionally, a 
critical reflection of the complete journey is shared and summary and conclusions are 


discussed. 


CHAPTER ONE 


MINISTRY FOCUS 


Childhood 

Life began on April 9, 1964, at Lakeside hospital in Cleveland, Ohio; the first girl 
to be born into the family on both my mother’s and father’s side. At the time of my birth, 
there were already five male children in the family. My older brother, who is two years 
my senior; my three cousins on my father’s side of the family and my one cousin on my 
mother’s side of the family, all boys. Now comes this little girl into the family. Everyone 
was overjoyed about the birth of the first girl in the family. My brother had a little sister, 
my parents finaliy had their daughter, my aunts and uncles had their first niece and my 
grandparents had their first granddaughter. 

My parents are both from Georgia. My father was five years older than my 
mother. At the age of eighteen, my father left Georgia and enlisted in the United States 
Navy. My father was the oldest of eight children, six boys and two girls. My father came 
from a broken family. His. parents were divorced. His mother left Georgia and moved to 
Cleveland, Ohio. After my father left the Navy, he went back to Georgia and married my 
mother and they moved to Cleveland, Ohio where my grandmother lived. My father and 
his mother purchased a two family home; my grandmother lived in the upstairs unit, and 


my father, mother, brother and me, live in the downstairs unit. My mother describes 


herself as a young eighteen year old, country girl, 700 miles away from her family in a 
big city. 

At different times, my father’s siblings also lived in our house. My early 
memories are that the house was always crowded and noisy. There was a lot of arguing 
and fighting in the house. My father and his siblings, my parents, the siblings and my 
grandmother, it was always chaos. The song “Papa was a rolling stone” could describe 
my father, he loved to dance and hang out at nightclubs. He was a small man in stature, 
about 5°9”, 175 pounds. He was well dressed and drove a Cadillac. My dad had a temper 
and when he got upset, he was ready to fight. Although he was the oldest of his siblings, 
he was the smallest. Except for his youngest brother, his brothers were much bigger than 
him. They did not bother my father because he would fight anybody, his siblings, my 
mother, his mother; it did not matter. However, he would not hit his children. In fact, he 
was very protective and proud of us. My mother tells the story of how she slept after the 
birth of my brother and me, only to awaken to find that my dad named both of us after 
him. Although my father never spanked us, we feared him because we often witnessed 
the arguing and fights going on in our house, with our father at the center of the action. 

My Mother worked as a nurse’s aide in a hospital. She was always a loving and 
giving mother. She was very caring and nurturing. She protected my brother and me and 
tried to shield us from a lot of the chaos in our family. My mother insured that my brother 
and me knew about our Lord and savior, Jesus Christ. She took us to church on Sunday’ s; 
prayed with us, taught us the Lord’s Prayer and the 23" Psalm. She often took us to the 
library to read books, and we were always very well dressed children. She would always 


say, “Nobody knows how much money you have in your pocket, you should always look 


good and smell good.” The kids in our neighborhood called us “the rich kids.” My 
mother often reminded us that our father in heaven is rich, and she would say, “In my 
father’s house are many mansions.” She often quoted scripture, maybe out of context, but 
we grew up learning scripture, praying to God and having no idea that we were not rich. 

Although, I do not recall as a child hearing my parents say the words “I love you” 
to my brother and me, we knew we were loved. They showed their love by providing a 
roof over our heads, insuring we had food on the table, having most of the things we 
wanted, and being the best dress kids in the neighborhood. 

Being the only girl in the family was lonely. Oftentimes my brother was invited to 
go and play with my cousins, but the invitation was not extended to me. Onetime in 
particular, was very painful as a child; my uncle took his kids and my brother to Disney 
World in Florida and left me behind in Cleveland. Although my family has happy about 
my arrival, it appears that they really did not know what to do with a girl other then dress 
her up real pretty and leave her alone. Most of my time was spent alone in my room, 
playing by myself and talking to God. 

Maybe not having someone to talk too led to my having a speech impediment as a 
young child. It escapes my memory, but my fifty year-old brother is proof that there were 
certain words that were hard for me to pronounce. My brother’s nickname is Bobo. 
According to my mother, that was my pronunciation of the word brother. Therefore, the 
name stuck with him. My mother told me that she took me to a speech therapist who 
worked with me to correct my speech impediment. 

My mother was good friends with our neighbors, who lived next door. They were 


more of a family to me than my own family. They were affectionately referred to by my 


brother and me as aunt Carrie and uncle I'red. Likewise, we called their children our 
cousins. Since my mother had no family in Ohio, we would often go next door to get 
some peace from the chaos in our home. This was my image of an ideal family. It was a 
place where everyone seemed to love one another and everyone mattered. My most 
pleasant childhood memories are the times spent at their house. Both parents were in the 
home. Uncle Fred worked for an automotive manufacture and aunt Carrie worked in the 
home. They had five children, four daughters and one son. They treated me just like their 
own daughter. Aunt Carrie was always home when the kids came home from school and 
when uncle Fred came home from work; they always ate dinner together as a family. 
When sleeping over their house on the weekend, uncle Fred would always wake up and 
cook breakfast for his family. Their house always seemed happy and peaceful, quite 
different then my noisy and chaotic house. 

One memory that is very clear to me is the day we left my father. My brother and 
me arrived home from school to find my mother and her co-worker loading clothes into a 
car. My mother took my brother and me and sat us down at the kitchen table. She 
explained that she was leaving our father and that we were old enough to decide if we 
wanted to stay or leave. My brother and me were eleven and nine years old respectively. 
She said that our father loved us dearly, but that they as adults had problems that they 
could not work out and she thought the best thing to do were leave. She told us she would 
like us to come with her but the choice was ours. Of course, we went with her. 

We moved with my mother to a nice, culturally diverse neighborhood that was 
experiencing white flight. As Black families moved in, white families moved out. Our 


next-door neighbors to the left and right were white families. The family to the left of us 
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had three girls, one was the same age as me and two were older. Their father was a local 
council member. To the right, the family had one boy, he was my brother’s age and they 
owned a local bicycle shop in the community. We became good friends with our 
neighbors. During that time, we never talked about race or it never seemed to matter to us 
as kids, we just enjoyed playing together. However, when it came to school, our schools 
were very segregated, the white kids attended the private catholic school and the Black 
kids attended the public school in the neighborhood. 

One time in particular race became a factor in our friendship. My neighbor had a 
birthday party and of course, she invited some of her classmates. We were so excited 
planning the birthday party; it was going to be the best pool party ever. The big day was 
here, guest began to arrive. We were having a blast in the pool, until one of the guest 
arrived who refused to get into the pool. It never occurred to me that she did not want to 
get into the pool because of the color of my skin. Later after we finished swimming, we 
overheard her sister’s friend talking about how they could not believe that they would 
allow a Black girl in their pool. Overhearing the conversation was awkward for both my 
friend, and me; we continued playing as if we had not heard the conversation. It was very 
hurtful and my first real experience with racial prejudice. 

Although we played together in our backyards, we were educated in separate 
schools and on Sunday mornings, we worshipped in different churches. Not long after 
that, we took my neighbor with us to church. She was so excited to get home to tell her 
parents how much she enjoyed going to our church. She could not believe that we 
clapped, sang, and said amen in church. One day my friend shared with me that she 


would invite me to her church but she did not think the people would welcome me there. 
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It was a painful reality, which hurt me to my core. It was confusing for me because it did 
not line up with my understanding of how Christians were supposed to treat one another. 
Sometime later, my friend moved out of the neighborhood as most of the whites did and 
we did not stay in touch. As the whites moved out, more Black families moved in. The 
Black families owned their homes, however, we rented. The neighborhood began to look 
much like the neighborhood we lived in when my parents were together, a Black middle 
class neighborhood. 

My mother and paternal grandmother remained close although my mother and 
father were no longer together. With my mother, two things were not optional, church 
and education. We attended church all day on Sunday and Bible study on Wednesday. 
My mother and grandmother nurtured me in the Christian faith in a small storefront 
Baptist church. My brother and me were very active in the youth ministry, attending 
Bible study, and we were members of the very first junior choir started in our church. 
There were only five youth in the choir, the pastor’s son, me, my brother.and two other 
kids. 

In Sunday school, the very first scripture we had to commit to memory was, “For 
God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believes in 
him shall not perish, but have everlasting life.”’ My mother always stressed the fact that, 
“God so loved the world” therefore, despite feeling alone as a child, and not actually 
hearing the words “I love you” there was no doubt in my mind that God loved me. 

After accepting Jesus Christ as my Lord and savior at the age of ten, the Bible 
became my favorite book to read. Although my brother and me were close, he was a 


‘ John 3:16, New Revised Standard Version (NRSV). Unless otherwise noted, all scripture 
references in this document are from the NRSV 
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typical boy, who did not think it was cool having your little sister around. Most of my 
time was spent alone, reading. It was in this alone time that my understanding of God as 
loving and omnipresent was established. 

My mother said she never had to discipline me as a child. In fact, she only 
spanked me once in my life at the age of four. It was my desire to be a good child and not 
cause my mother any problems. In my opinion, she had it hard enough having to move 
out and raise two kids alone. She went to work daily and oftentimes worked overtime 
without complaining, although it was obvious, that she was exhausted, so the last thing 
she needed was a bad child. 

As a teenager, my focus became helping my mom around the house. When my 
mom came home from work, the house was spotless, the laundry washed and her work 
uniforms were pressed. She never had to ask me to do these things. It brought me joy to 
see her smile and she was always so appreciative. My mom was very strong; it was not 
long after we moved into our new house, that she made our house a happy home. My 
mom worked very hard to make sure we had everything we wanted as kids, the latest 
fashions and the popular toys. My mom was an excellent money manager, she believed in 
paying her bills on time and keeping good credit. She taught my brother and me how to 
balance a checkbook, pay bills, and save money. 

Initially, my father was very angry that my mother left him. However, after he 
realized she was not going back, things got better. The divorce brought closure and 
healing and things were so much better, my parents became friends. My mother was 
awesome, she never talked bad about my father and she insured that we had a relationship 


with him. For my brother and me, the divorce actually helped us see our father in a 
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different light. He was no longer the man walking around the house fussing and fighting 


at the drop of a hat, at least we no longer had to witness that, we now saw him as a funny 
cool man that was always telling jokes and laughing, in fact, his friends nicknamed him, 
Smiley. My father definitely was not a typical father, he had a temper, he hung out in the 


streets and at nightclubs, he had many faults, but he loved his children. 


Education 

My maternal grandmother lived in Georgia. We visited her every summer and 
Christmas. Education was very important to my mother because her mother never learned 
to read and write. Despite her illiteracy, my grandmother raised two daughters, purchased 
a home and retired from a job. Her life is a testimony of the power of God. We watched 
her go to the bank and sign her checks with an “X,” and go to the grocery store and buy 
groceries without knowing how to count money. Because she could not read or write, she 
never learned to drive. After my grandfather passed, my grandmother had a special cab 
driver who picked her up every day and drove her to work or took her shopping when she 
needed to go. We never knew the cab driver’s name; we just referred to him as cab 
number nine, whenever grandma needed to go somewhere she would say, “Call cab 
number nine.” Watching grandma function in this world even though she could not read 
or write let me know that God was Omnipresent, he was in Cleveland, Ohio with me and 
he was even in Thomaston, Georgia with my grandmother. My grandmother always 
acknowledged, “The Good Lord” as the source of her protection and provision. 

Since she could not read, my grandmother always spoke of how proud she was 


when my mother graduated from high school. My mother had a younger sister who 
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dropped out of school in eighth grade because she was pregnant and she never went back 
to school to complete her high school diploma. My mother’s opinion is that each 
generation should do better than their previous generation, which meant, she had a high 
school diploma, so her daughter was going to college. 

In elementary school, my teachers described me as shy but very bright. This was 
an accurate assessment. As a second grader, my reading was on the sixth grade level. 
Whenever the teacher would ask questions, my hand never went up. However, if she 
called on me directly, she was sure to get the correct answer. 

Upon entering junior high school, all of this changed after hearing an 
announcement on the school’s PA system about cheerleading tryouts. Not sure, where the 
courage came from to tryout out, but the shy little girl made the cheer squad. Making the 
cheerleading squad was a big confidence booster and led me to try out for the track team 
and the drill team. Making all of the teams, cheer, track and drill team; moreover being 
selected as captain of the drill team helped me break away from the shyness. Being a part 
of a team helped me to develop social and leadership skills and most importantly for the 
little lonely girl in me, there were people in which to talk and interact. 

By my sophomore year in high school, excelling in academics, extracurricular 
activities, and citizenship defined me. My academic accomplishments afforded me the 
opportunity of skipping from the tenth grade to the twelfth grade and graduating from 
high school a year early. 

Being the first person to attend college in my family, put me at a disadvantage. 
There was no one to advise me or help me with applying for college or scholarship 


applications. The Cleveland public school system was in transition. There was a court a 
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ruling to desegregate the Cleveland public school system. The teachers and guidance 
counselors were focused on “busing” this was the term used to describe Black students 
being bused to the west side of Cleveland to integrate white schools and white students 
being bused to the east side of Cleveland to integrate Black schools. The advice from the 
guidance counselor was take the ACT and SAT exams, fill out Pell grant applications 
and student loan forms and apply to colleges in the state of Ohio. 

After being accepted into three of the state colleges, my decision was to attend 
Kent State University. Grants, a local scholarship and the work-study program funded my 
first year in college. However, my second year was difficult; there was no funding. After 
exhausting all of my financial aid options, there still was not enough money to cover the 
cost of room and board. Not wanting to put the burden on my mother who would have 
sold all that she had to pay for my college, the study lounge became my dorm room. At 
night after all the students left the study lounge, the small petite college student slid under 
the high sofa, with a flap that covered the underneath portion of the sofa and slept. My 
clothes were in a friend’s room and my status was homeless for my sophomore year of 
college. It was not hard to hide my homeless status, students really did not ask many 
questions, who would have thought that this, bright, well dressed girl was homeless. 
After responding to an ad in the newspaper, a woman rented me a room in her trailer for 
$100.00 a month. Although it was not the ideal living situation, my determination to geta 
college education was relentless. 

Just before the end of the spring semester, an Army recruiter was on campus and 
advertised that you could receive a $30,000 scholarship for college if you joined the 


Army Reserve. The requirements were simple, attend basic training for eight weeks 
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training during the summer, return to school in the fall, and then attend advance training 
the following summer, sounded easy enough. Of course, little miss prissy cheerleader had 
no idea what she was getting herself into. Basic training was unreal, yelling, screaming, 
running, hiking, push-ups, sit-ups, hand-to-hand combat, marching, shooting rifles, 
throwing hand grenades, not my idea of fun. However, my determination to succeed kept 
me focused on my reason for being there, funding my college education. My competitive 
nature and the fight in me allowed me to succeed in the military and graduate with honors 
from basic training. 

After returning from basic training, my army recruiter informed me that the 
$30,000 scholarship money was not paid in a lump sum, but distributed out over a six- 
year period. Once again, unable to pay for my tuition and not wanting to burden my 
mother, my decision was to enlist in the active Army full-time. It was the only logical 
option to fund my college education. 

To-my surprise, my first duty assignment was Neu Ulm Germany. Being in 
Germany affirmed my belief in a loving and omnipresent God. When thinking of all the 
places to visit in Europe like the Eiffel tower in Paris, the Leaning Tower of Pisa in Italy 
and the ski slopes in Switzerland, my heart was filled with excitement. On the ten hour, 
flight to Germany, my anticipation and excitement would not allow me to sleep on the 
plane. As the pilot announced our descent into the Frankfort Airport, my heart was 
racing; hurry up, land the plane and let me off. The thought of being on foreign soil, 
stepping foot in another country for the first time ever, was all that was on my mind. 
Upon exiting the plane, all of the excitement left my body; instantly, reality hit me, all the 


signs in the terminal were written in a foreign language, the voice on the overhead 
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speaker was foreign, the people around me were speaking a foreign language. It never 
occurred to me that it would be this way. For a brief moment, feelings of loneliness and 
anxiety overtook me. It was at that very moment that my eyes closed and a prayer went 
up to God, Lord you are everywhere, that means you must be here in Germany. Instantly, 
God’s presence was there and there was no doubt that God was with me. The idea that 
God really is omnipresent, everywhere at the same time, had new meaning. God was 
everywhere, even in Germany. Looking out at the many people in the terminal, and 
spotting a US soldier in uniform holding up a sign, which read “Wiley Barracks,” my 
home for the next two years. Walking toward the US soldier holding the sign, my face lit 
up with a smile, knowing that God so loved me and God was with me, even in Germany 
was awesome. 

While in Germany, the scripture train a child up in the way he should go, proved 
true for me. My foundation was established at an early age and there was no way to 
depart from that. It was in Germany that my faith in God grew. Wiley Barracks 
community church was the church on base where most of the soldiers worshipped on 
Sunday morning. It was a wonderful church to serve and worship. Attending Bible study, 
serving in the outreach ministry and singing in the choir kept me connected with other 
brothers and sisters in Christ. It was an awesome and blessed experience seeing Blacks, 
whites, Germans, Americans, all worshipping God together. The memory of my neighbor 
telling me she did not think that her church would welcome me came to mind. It brought 
me great joy to know that all of God’s children could come together in love and worship 
the one true God. Unfortunately, it took me going out of the United States to have this 


experience. 
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Having a blessed assurance that God was with me in Germany, nothing could stop 
me from reaching my educational goal of completing my college degree. Now with the 
boldness and confidence that God was with me, in addition to setting educational goals, 
not only was obtaining a college degree a goal, my military goal was to become a 
commissioned officer in the Army. 

Making the rank of sergeant, being accepted into Officer Candidate School and 
becoming a commissioned officer all while completing my bachelor’s degree and going 
on to complete my master’s degree, it was nothing but God’s favor on my life. With 
degree in hand and brass on my collar, mission accomplished! 

Returning to the United States, my next duty station was Tacoma, Washington. 
The first thing on my agenda, find a church to worship and serve. It was New Year’s Eve 
and me and my friend wanted to attend a watch night service: We drove around looking 
for a church that was holding a service. We rode up and down streets looking for a church 
but they were all closed. We were determined to be in a church when the New Year came 
in. Finally, about five minutes to midnight, we saw a church with lights on and cars in the 
parking lot. We rushed in the building at about three minutes to midnight. When we got 
inside, we realized it was a Korean congregation, it did not matter; they welcomed us. We 
did not understand everything they were saying but we understood when they said Jesus. 
Once again, God showed me that we are all one in Christ, and all God’s children should 


feel welcomed in God’s house. 
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Family 


We met on Fort Lewis, Army base in Tacoma, Washington. He was a Staff 
sergeant, very kind, and giving, but not anyone that caught my attention. He was 
persistent and eventually, we went out on a date. He was and is still the nicest man you 
could ever meet. After a year’s courtship, we were married. Since my goal was to only 
serve in the active Army for four years and complete my degree, we decided it was time 
for me to get out of the Army and begin my civilian career. My first job after leaving the 
Army was an Equal Opportunity Investigator for the government. My role was to 
investigate complaints of discrimination. 

Again, faced with the fact that people would discriminate against someone 
because of the color of their skin or their nationality was disturbing. God, this race issue 
rears its ugly head once again. Will humanity ever accept that you created all people 
equal and in the very image of you? Do they not know that we are all precious in your 
sight? How do Christians reconcile this type of hatred for another human being? The 
memories of the little girl refusing to get into the pool with a Black girl surfaced. God, 
what is wrong with America? Will we ever get it right, race did not seem to be an issue in 
Germany, where we all worshipped together? 

Maybe my heart of compassion and my desire not to want people to feel left out, 
excluded, or treated unfairly made me so good in this role. This job as an investigator 
afforded me the opportunity to correct some of the injustices that people were suffering 
because of discrimination. My excellent work in this area was recognized, by the head of 


the governmental agency out of Washington, D.C. who is appointed by the president of 
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the United States. He personally flew to the State of Washington to present me with the 


award. 

The award was a superior accomplishment award, which had a monetary bonus 
attached. The award was for having the highest number of successfully investigated and 
or conciliated closed discrimination complaints of any one in the department. The 
conciliation agreements negotiated by me with many recalcitrant respondents provided 
remedies for the complainant and respondents that brought about changes in policies and, 
God used me to intervene on the behalf of those being discriminated against to insure 
they received fairness and justice. 

After two years, my husband received orders to Augusta, Georgia. Augusta is 
very near and dear to my heart. It is the city of Augusta, where my beautiful baby girl 
was born. My pregnancy was complicated and difficult. During my twentieth week of 
pregnancy, my doctor informed me that that my unborn baby tested positive for two birth 
defects, Down syndrome and Spina Bifida. The doctor’s diagnosis was that, if my 
daughter survived which was highly unlikely, she would be severely, mentally disabled. 
His recommendation was to abort the pregnancy. My husband was concerned for my 
health and thought we should follow the doctor’s advice and abort the pregnancy. My 
mother was in Ohio and she said you just have to pray, my husband was telling me to 
abort and my head was spinning and once again, loneliness dominated my thoughts. This 
was my first true test of faith. The only thing that came to my mind was a childhood song, 
it’s me, it’s me, it’s me old Lord standing in the need of prayer. For some reason, it made 
sense to me that God needed to understand that this was his little girl who has been 


talking to him all her life. Through the pain and tears, my prayer was “father I stretch my 
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hand to thee, no other help I know” while rising from the floor, God’s loving presence 
surrounded me, 1t was as if God lifted me from the floor and held me in his arm and 
assured me everything would be fine. 

Against doctor’s strong recommendations, my decision was to trust God and 
carry the baby to term. On April 4, 1994, God blessed me with a healthy baby girl. We 
named her Destiny because it was my destiny chosen by God to have her. My 
understanding of God changed once again. Not only is God a loving and omnipresent 
God, God is faithful. Giving birth to my daughter changed my life. I did not know it was 
possible to love so deeply. 

In November of that same year, my mother called me and told me that my father 
had a stroke and was in the hospital. After calling the hospital and speaking with the 
physician, he informed me that my father suffered a massive stroke. Within three hours, 
me and my eight-month-old baby girl was on a plane headed to Cleveland, Ohio. After 
arriving at the hospital, the nurse informed me that my father was in the intensive care 
unit. Seeing my father hooked up to so many different machines was horrible. The man, 
who was so tough, looked so weak. The doctor entered the room and said he would like 
to talk with me about my father’s condition. He took me into a cold room and showed me 
some x-rays of my father’s brain. The doctor informed me that my father was in a coma. 
Of course, that did not seem so bad; many people come out of a coma just fine. The 
doctor went on to explain that my father was brain dead and would not come out of the 
coma. The only thing keeping my father alive was a machine. The news was devastating, 


almost unbelievable. 
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My prayer was for God to bring my father out of the coma. He was only fifty-nine, 
too young to die; my daughter would never get to know him. Do not let my first funeral 
be my father’s. God please let him live. But that did not happen. However, once again, 
God’s amazing grace surrounded me; the loving presence of the Holy Spirit consumed 
me, comforted me, and gave me peace in the midst of this devastating news. 

The state law required that my father remain on life support for three days, and 
after the waiting period, God gave me the peace and strength to sign a release to have him 
removed from life support. This was by far, the hardest thing this thirty year-old young 
lady had ever done. My brother and me stood by his bedside and watched him take his 
last breath, but we were not alone. My loving and gracious God was present with us. 
Losing a parent ts painful, but once again, God was faithful and God’s grace was 
sufficient. 

Burying my father alone was probably the turning point in my marriage. My 
husband did not attend the funeral; he was in Georgia in officer candidate school. Since 
he could not miss any days in the course without starting over, he asked if he should drop 
out of school to attend the funeral and of course my answer was no. Maybe a part of me 
felt he should not have asked the question, he should have known he needed to be there 
with me. Married but alone, that was not my idea of marriage. 

After staying home with my daughter for two years, we decided it was ok for me 
return to the work force. During my civilian career, God blessed me with some awesome 
positions, head of Human Resources for a fortune 500 company, Vice President of 
Human Resources for a Television Affiliate and Corporate employee relations manager 


over 952 locations throughout the United States. My husband and me both had very 
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successful careers and provided an excellent life for my daughter. My husband was 
eligible for retirement but elected not to retire which resulted in him being assigned to a 
duty station in another state. The distance put a major strain on our marriage and our 
marriage ended in divorce after thirteen years. 

A major unexpected event impacted my life a year after my divorce. After 
arriving to work, on a Monday morning, we were notified that an entire level of 
management was being eliminated and we were being laid off. It probably should have 
been upsetting for me, but it was not. We were going to get an awesome severance 
package, six months of pay at the same executive pay rate. It was a pretty good deal, not 
to mention the break from the hustle and bustle of being a single parent in corporate 
America. God, thank you for the opportunity to get some much-needed rest was my 
immediate reaction. Two days later, my mother told me she had breast cancer. 

[t was difficult watching my mother battle nine months of chemotherapy and 
radiation. However, thanks be to God, for being laid off from work, because she did not 
have to go through it alone. Yes, it would have been better if she never had to experience 
this horrible disease. However, since she did, what a blessing to have her daughter there 
to comfort her, love, support and encourage her as she lost her hair and had to pick out 
wigs; What a blessing to have her daughter there to be able to go with her to her to 
chemotherapy treatments. It would have been difficult to do this with a full-time job. 
Thanks be to God for providing a way for me to be there for her every step of the way. 

All things really do work together for the good of those who love the Lord. To 
God be the glory, my mother is a seven-year cancer survivor. Once again, my 


understanding of God changed, not only is God loving, omnipresent, and faithful, God is 
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a healer. Each circumstance, some very painful, has allowed me to experience God in 


new and different ways. 


Ministry 

After being laid off from work and being with my mom through her battle with 
cancer, God led me to Georgia to accept a position as a regional Human Resources 
Manager. It is clear to me, that this was a setup designed by God. After moving to 
Georgia, the Bible belt, my daughter and me could not find a Baptist church that we felt 
led to join. We searched for a year to no avail. 

One Sunday after attending yet another Baptist church, my daughter and me went 
out to dinner at a Japanese restaurant. While waiting to be seated, we met a family in the 
foyer and were seated with them at the dinner table. We had a wonderful time laughing 
and sharing with them over dinner. They were from Philadelphia and we talked about 
being raised in the north and moving south. They were very kind and even invited us to 
their church. 

A week later, we visited their church and to my surprise, the man and woman that 
we had dinner with happened to be the pastor and the first Lady of the church. The 
service was awesome and truly, the presence of the Lord was in the church. It was a 
United Methodist church. The worship was spirit filled and it felt like the Baptist church 
we attended in Ohio. Interesting enough, the pastor said, some of you may not understand 
our worship, and are thinking this does not seem like a Methodist church, he said “we are 
Methodist, but our worship style is a cross between Bapto-Metho-Pentecostal” and he 


was correct. 


24 


My daughter and me felt very welcomed at the church, however having been 
raised Baptist, we knew very little about the Methodist denomination. Not being familiar 
with the Methodist beliefs, led me to do some research on Methodism, followed by 
setting up a meeting with the pastor, to explain the difference between what Baptist 
believed verses what Methodist believe. My main concern was, does Methodist believe 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, that he lived, died and rose again on the third day with all power 
in his hand and sit at the right hand of God the father. After my concerns were satisfied, 
God led me to join the United Methodist Church. 

After joining the church, my daughter and me immediately became active in 
ministry. Between Bible school, Sunday school, choir and outreach we were at the church 
Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and Sunday. It was such a wonderful church and we 
loved being involved in all of the outreach and mission projects. After about a year at the 
church, the leadership and nominations committee nominated me to serve in leadership 
on the staff parish relations committee. It was an awesome experience serving in 
leadership, it helped me to understand the administration and behind the scene workings 
of the United Methodist church. It was quite different then my serving in lay leadership 
for the past twenty years in the Baptist church. 

In early 2009, my desire to study more of God’s word so strong, it led me to 
simultaneously, enroll in a certificate of theology program, a thirty-four week long 
Disciple Bible study, and a nine-month leadership UMC program. This was in addition to 
attending Wednesday Bible study. At this point, we were now at church six days a week 
for almost the entire year of 2009. In addition to studying God’s word, the church had a 


need to form a congregational care ministry. Because of my spiritual gifts of compassion 
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and mercy, the pastor asked me to become the ministry chair of this newly formed 
ministry in addition to serving on the staff parish relations committee. 

Despite all of the Bible studies, and ministry involvement, God was still calling 
me to do more. This feeling was so strong that it would awaken me in the middle of the 
night. This went on for a few months. Finally, my body could not take it any longer, 
reaching a point of physical and emotional exhaustion, a friend rushed me to the 
emergency room where the doctors admitted me and kept me for a week, this happened 
twice in 2009. Even then, it never occurred to me that God was calling me to ordained 
ministry. 

In January of 2010, after about two weeks into the Daniel fast, eating nothing but 
fruits and vegetables and praying that God make plain his plan for my life, God revealed 
to me that he was calling me to ordained ministry. This came as a complete shock. How 
could God be calling me to ordained ministry, women did not pastor, at least that is what 
we believed as Baptist. Wait a minute; you are in a Methodist church. Methodist believes 
women are called to pastor. You never thought about that because it did not concern you. 
Weli, now it does because you hear me calling you. God, who is right, the Methodist or 
the Baptist, are women called? What a crazy conversation going on in my mind. God 
answered, who does the calling, not Methodist or Baptist but I. Wow, what a humbling 
experience, a conversation with the Great I Am. 

The call came as a complete shock. After getting over the initial shock, it was 
time to share this revelation with my fifteen year old. The next day while riding home 
from Bible study, tears began pouring down my face. My daughter asked what was 


wrong, “God is calling me to ordained ministry” was my reply, and she replied, “Duh, so 
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why are you crying?” Overwhelmed with emotion, my response was “I don’t think I can 
do it” she began to tell me that the youth bible study was on trusting God, and she simply 
said, “Mommy you need to trust God”, Wow out of the mouth of a babe. 

Next on the list was the pastor, again in tears, “Pastor, God is calling me to 
ordained ministry” he replied, “I knew a long time ago, but I needed you to hear from 
God for yourself.” To my surprise, after acknowledging that God had called me to 
ministry and sharing the news with other, no was shocked but me. 

Answering the call to ordained ministry came with a sense of urgency. Very 
clearly, God was calling me to leave my professional career immediately and enroll in 
seminary full-time. My response to God’s call was only natural, for in reading and 
studying the Bible; clearly, Jesus called several people to stop what they were doing and 
follow him. Jesus called Peter and Andrew who were fishermen to leave their jobs and 
follow him; he would teach them to be fisher of men (Mk 4:18-22). However, leaving a 
six-figure job because you heard God sounds crazy to most people, but it was very clear 
that this was my calling and my purpose. God was calling me to full-time ministry and 
my response was, yes Lord. 

Although feelings of inadequacy dominated my thoughts, God assured me that he, 
who began a good work in me, would complete it. God does not call the prepared, he 
prepares the called. After accepting, the fact that God was calling me to get out of my 
comfort zone and go into deep waters, on June 28, 2010 my resignation was submitted 
and in August of that same year, my.seminary journey began. Two months later my 
appearance before the district committee of ordained ministry resulted in my being a 


certified candidate for ordained ministry. With a 4.00 GPA, after my first year in 
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seminary, my induction into the International Theological Honor Society, Theta Phi, was 
confirmed. 

In November 2012, God continues to do a quick work me. My appearance 
before the North Georgia Conference Board of Ordained ministry as a candidate for 
provisional Elder resulted in my being approved. Graduating Magna Cum Laude, on May 
12, 2013, with a Master’s of Divinity degree was even more meaningful then receiving 
my first Master’s degree. At the June 2013, North Georgia Annual Conference, the 
Bishop will commission me for service as a Professional Elder to serve as the Associate 
Pastor of the First United Methodist Church of Marietta, in Marietta, Georgia a historic, 
cross racial appointment. 

Through all of my life experiences, the Joys and the pains, God has ordered my 
steps and directed my path. My faith in God has not waivered and God has never failed 
me. It has never been clearer to me, that every circumstance was necessary and prepared 
me for my first appointment. Ordained ministry is where God would have me use my 
gifts and graces in service and servant-leadership, to lead people to faith in Jesus Christ 


and humbly, my response is, yes Lord. 


Context 
The St. James United Methodist Church of Alpharetta, Georgia is arguably one of 
the largest African American churches in Alpharetta and North Fulton County, Georgia. 
The congregation currently boasts an active membership of approximately thirty five 
hundred persons, with an average of approximately twelve hundred persons attending its 


weekly worship services. Persons considered active members are professing Christians 
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that have deemed St. James as their church home, covenanting to serve God and the 
community through offering their tithe, time, talents, gifts, service, and witness. Although 
the membership rolls account for thirty-five hundred members, it is significant to note 
that there are several hundred persons who attend St. James on a regular basis that are not 
yet professing Christians or official church members. If these persons were accounted for 
in the official records it would boost the membership numbers to around four thousand 
persons. 

What makes St. James a unique contextual study is not its congregational size as 
there are many African American churches in Georgia and throughout the United States 
of America that have reached four thousand members and beyond. However, the rate of 
her exponential growth over such a relatively short span of time begs the attention of 
those who study and create models for member assimilation and retention. Prior to 1998, 
St. James only had approximately one-hundred fifty persons on its membership rolls with 
an active Sunday worship attendance of less than fifty. Although they were few in 
number, the members were rich in faith and loyalty as the history of their congregation 
dated back to just a few years beyond the Emancipation Proclamation. Parishioners, 
many of whom were biologically related to each other, remained dedicated to keeping 
their church doors open despite financial hardship and lack of numerical growth. In 1998, 
the District Superintendent appointed a young fledgling seminary graduate of the 
Interdenominational Theological Center to St. James to prepare the church for permanent 
closure. However, much to the surprise of the District Superintendent and that even of the 


current membership, St. James began to grow at an unparalleled rate. 
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Much of its growth could be attributed to the visionary leadership of its pastor and 


the passionate discipleship of its members. Nevertheless, it was during the late 1990's 
that Alpharetta experienced a remarkable migration of persons to the area as many 
corporation such as LexisNexis, ADP, Adecco, AT&T, Comcast, and UPS opened new 
offices there for their mid to high level executives. Consequently, between the US 
Censuses of 1990 and 2000, the Alpharetta population swelled by 168%, from 
approximately 13,002 persons in 1990 to 34,854 persons in 2000. By 2010, the Census 
revealed a spike in population by another nearly 66%, with population numbers topping 
out at 97, 551 persons. The median income of said persons residing in the Alpharetta area 
was nearly $96,000 dollars in 2010, household/family income averaging nearly $112,000 
yearly. 

There was not a great disparity with regards to race and ethnicity as it concerned 
economic standing. Therefore, the African Americans who migrated to the Alpharetta 
area were financially stable and family oriented. As persons converged upon Alpharetta 
from urban Atlanta, as well as from other places in the United States, they also searched 
for a life-giving worship community in their neighborhood. Alpharetta had long been a 
majority Caucasian suburb, and most of the local churches reflected their ethnic 
persuasion. Yet, most people feel comfortable worshipping in a context that culturally 
identifies with them. Even though St. James United Methodist Church is a part of a 
racially integrated denomination, its membership and worship style reflects the hue and 
habits of African America. Notwithstanding, the infectious family atmosphere of St. 
James as well as the powerful preaching of its Senior Pastor, the church attracted 


members at a rate beyond their ability to effectively manage. 
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By the year 2000, the St. James church family had moved three times, leaving its 


historical site at 162 Kimball Bridge Road and sojourning through temporary worship 
facilities in an office park and elementary school auditorium. In 2002, the church 
presented a proposal to the Alpharetta City Council to purchase fifteen acres of land at 
her current worship location, 3000 Webb Bridge Road. A successful capital campaign 
was launched and within two years they marched into their new sanctuary on September 
11, 2004. By the time the senior pastor was appointed elsewhere in 2007, the St. James 
United Methodist church had grown from 150 persons on its membership rolls to over 
1500 persons, 100% growth in terms of membership numbers. Under the leadership of its 
current senior pastor, the membership has continued to exponentially and rapidly 
multiply in response to both passionate discipleship and continued demographic change. 
One of the dangers, however, of rapid exponential growth in any organization, 
specifically a church, is the inability of the organization to quickly shift its infrastructure 
and philosophical ethos to accommodate the growth. St. James UMC, within sixteen 
years, has grown from a small family operated church to a large staff-led church. Yet, 
because in part of the imbedded cultural dynamics as well as lack of structure around a 
comprehensive assimilation process, retention has been a significant issue as currently 
statistics reveal that approximately 40% of persons who join the St. James church remain 
unengaged, inactive members of the community, or even worse they do not stay members 


of the church at all. 
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History 


In 1867, a group of previously enslaved people organized The “Alpharetta 
Colored Methodist Church.” The first known church was a white frame structure building 
located at 109 Cumming Street in Alpharetta, Georgia and remained there for 100 years. 
In 1939, the Methodist Episcopal Church, the Methodist Episcopal, South and the 
Methodist Protestant Church Members united and Alpharetta Colored Methodist Church 
became a part of the Central Jurisdiction. After many years of growth in membership, 
there was a need for expansion. In 1958, a new church building fund was established and 
in 1963, there was a groundbreaking ceremony held for the new church at 162 Kimball 
Bridge Road.in Alpharetta, Georgia. 

In 1967, the church was renamed St. James Colored Methodist Church in honor of 
a Trustee, James Rucker. On September 8, 1968, there was a ribbon cutting ceremony 
and the new church facility was consecrated. In that same year, the union of the 
Methodist Episcopal and the Evangelical United Brethren formed the new United 
Methodist Church. There was a vote to abolish the all Black Central Jurisdiction and St. 
James Colored Methodist Church became part of the Southeastern Jurisdiction of the 
United Methodist Church and became known as St. James United Methodist Church. The 
church cornerstone was laid on February 23, 1969. 

The Original Mortgage terms for the church were fifteen years, but on September 
21, 1975, six years earlier than planned, St. James UMC held a mortgage burning service. 
In 1978, two members John Carter and Mack Cook led many others to begin building a 
fellowship hall for the church. They worked tirelessly excavating rocks and dirt using 


tools like picks, jackhammers and shovels and in 1985, the lower level was completed, 
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these men took pride in digging the basement with their bare hands. The church leaders 
recognized the importance of providing a legacy for future generations. 

In 1998, due to the continued growth of the North Fulton area, St James UMC 
launched the Vision 2000 and Beyond campaign. The Children’s Ministry raised the first 
$101.00 for this campaign. Between 1999 and 2000, St. James UMC experienced 
explosive growth in membership and moved to an interim facility at Manning Oaks 
Elementary school. As that growth continued, in 2001, St. James UMC relocated to 645-I 
Hembree Parkway in Roswell Georgia. It was in that same year that qualifying high 
school graduates were the first to receive the Chestene M. Carter Scholarship award. Mrs. 
Carter has been a member of St. James UMC for over fifty years. 

In 2002, St. James UMC presented a proposal to the Alpharetta City Council to 
purchase fifteen acres of land at 3000 Webb Bridge Road. The stewardship committee 
launched a successful capital campaign and collected 80% of all money pledged in the 
first year, in 2003 secured construction financing, and held a ground breaking ceremony. 
St. James UMC held a ribbon cutting service on September 11, 2004 and on Sunday, 
September 12, 2004; they held their first worship service in their new facility at 3000 


Webb Bridge Road. 


Worship 
The worship culture of St. James is dynamic and Spirit-filled, blending both 
contemporary and traditional practices that accommodate persons of any denominational 
background. The congregation and its leaders show warmth and love to each other as 


well as all visitors, testimonies abound from persons who join that not only did they feel 
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the Spirit of God moving in the worship service, but they felt at home as if they were a 
part of a large family. Because St. James remains one of the few African American 
congregations in Alpharetta because of the premium price of real estate, the majority of 
its members are not of a Wesleyan background. In fact over fifty percent of St. James 
members hail from a Baptist heritage, with the next largest group coming out of the 
Charismatic and Pentecostal traditions. 

Consequently, those who have joined St. James possess limited interest in the 
polity and doctrine of Methodism; rather, they desire to become plugged in to a 
community of faith that offers them practical discipleship for daily living. Furthermore, 
most adult persons who join St. James work high-powered and very stressful corporate 
jobs, leaving very limited time to complete a lengthy membership assimilation process. 
Hence, there are many persons who join the church but opt out of the assimilation process 
because of its prohibitive length as well as the content and scheduling of the classes. 

Because the in-person membership classes have remained the foundational core of 
the assimilation process, there are many who simply attend and enjoy Sunday worship 
whether by themselves or with their families until they choose at some point to become a 
part of a ministry. Hence, there is a disconnect between the membership area and the 
ministry programming of the church in regards to follow-up and contact. There has yet to 
be a system enacted that successfully keeps up with the new member for a period of time 
following their initial commitment to join St. James until it is proven that they are an 


active participant in the lifeblood of the church. This is what my project will address, 
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Synergy 

St. James United Methodist Church was founded in 1867 by a group of former 
Slaves. It is located in Alpharetta Georgia, a suburb, north of the City of Atlanta, in North 
Fulton County. The church has traditionally served a predominantly African American 
congregation and continues to do so at present. Over the past fifteen years, St. James 
United Methodist Church experienced a resurgence and unprecedented growth resulting 
from a combination of upper-middle class Black population growth in North Fulton, as 
well as the appointment of growth-oriented leadership. St. James benefits greatly from 
the leadership comprised of both clergy and laypersons who are well-educated and skilled 
in business and professional organizational functions ranging from corporate finance, 
facilities management, human resources, information technology and marketing. 

Although the church is experiencing unprecedented growth, it is apparent that 
people are not becoming actively engaged in the life and ministries of the church. The 
numbers are increasing but the 80/20 rule is in full affect. Twenty percent of the people 
are doing the work and ministry in the church. 

As shared in my spiritual autobiography, my journey to St. James United 
Methodist Church occurred after experiencing three very devastating life events, going 
through a divorce in 2005, my mother being diagnosed with breast cancer in 2006 and 
being laid off from my job in 2006. Life seemed so hard during this season of my life and 
the feeling of loneliness that was so familiar to me returned. However, God led me to 
Georgia to accept a new position and it is clear to me now, that this was a setup designed 
by God that would enable me to experience the welcoming and loving embrace of the 


body of Christ called St. James United Methodist Church. 
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Only God could have orchestrated my daughter and me meeting the pastor and the 
First Lady in the restaurant. Having never attended a United Methodist Church, the warm 
and loving spirit of the pastor and his wife’s invitation to visit the church peaked my 
interest. From the moment we entered the church, people greeted us and made us feel 
welcomed. Inside the sanctuary, we were surrounded with people who continued to greet 
us and make us feel welcomed, it was amazing. The worship was spirit-filled and the 
preached word was powerful. We left the church being overwhelmed with joy as we felt 
sincerely welcomed and loved after our first visit to the church. Not knowing much about 
United Methodism, my week was filled with researching United Methodist beliefs. We 
returned the following week and just like the week before, we were bombarded with hugs, 
greetings, and someone even remembered that we had visited before. Once again, the 
Holy Spirit was present and the church felt like my home church in Ohio. After speaking 
with the associate pastor about United Methodist beliefs, and feeling that this was where 
God was leading me to become a member, my daughter and me-joined St. James. 

We went through new members orientation, which was three weeks and we 
learned more about United Methodist beliefs, the history of the church after completing 
new members orientation, we then completed an eight-week discipleship course. This 
was the new member assimilation process. It was through this process that I was 
assimilated into this body of Christ called St. James. I felt that I was loved, that I was 
welcomed and I became very engaged in the life and ministry of the church. 

The church had approximately 1500 members strong at the time that we became 
members. Although it was a fairly large congregation, it did not have a large church feel. 


The church was warm and embracing. In fact the mission of the church was memorized 
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by the congregation because we recited it every first Sunday was, “We are a body of 
believers who earnestly seek a relationship with Jesus Christ, we openly love and 
embrace those we encounter and glorify God through dynamic worship, authoritative 
teaching an unyielding discipleship.” 

The congregation truly lived up to its mission, so much so that me and my 
daughter became very active in the church. It was here at St. James that my call to 
ordained ministry occurred. 

The synergy between me and the context is very clear. Like most of the members 
of the congregation, we moved to this area as corporate executives. Majority of our 
members are not from the state of Georgia. So we come to new surroundings and 
unfamiliar territory looking for a church home in this affluent area, longing for a place to 
connect with others, to find a place to belong, to worship our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ. After returning to St. James as the associate pastor, it was clear that the new 
member assimilation process was no longer working. New members are continuing to 
join the church, however, they are not becoming actively engaged in the life and 


ministries of the church. They are simply attending Sunday worship and going home. 


CHAPTER TWO 


BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS 


Introduction 

In addressing successful new member assimilation into the church, the primary 
texts that reflect this concept are the pericopes in the book of Ruth, 1:16-19 in the Old 
Testament, and the book of Acts 2:41-47 in the New Testament. Each text deals with 
successful assimilation of new and unfamiliar persons into the fold. They both revealed 
committed relationships and the confident sensations of love and belonging. The first 
pericope deals with individual relationships and the latter pericope deals with 
relationships on a larger scale. 

Assimilating new members into the congregation requires the formation of 
relationships, love, and belongingness. When one speaks of the word assimilation, one 
definition is defined as, the task of moving people from an awareness of your church, to 
attendance at your church, to active membership in your church.’ It also implies that one 
has to give up something to get something and that is what Ruth did. She gave up her 
former life and family and was accepted into a new life and family. This is the hope of a 
new member who has joined the church and accepted Jesus Christ as their personal savior. 
One turns away from their former life and receives Christ. This is where the established 


members are to be the hands and feet of Christ, accepting new members and walking 





’ Richard Warren, The Purpose Driven Church: Growth Without Compromising Your Message 
and Mission (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Pub., 1995), 309. 
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alongside them. The love of Jesus Christ is at the core. Assimilation is a progressive 


process. 


Old Testament 

The book of Ruth is one of the most positive examples. It is an excellent example 
of positive and negative experiences for a new-or potentially new member. The story 
revolves around the relationship between Naomi (the established church member), a 
woman from Bethlehem, in Judah, and her Moabite daughter-in-law, Ruth (the new 
church member). Naomi, her husband and their two sons go to Moab to escape the 
famine in Bethlehem (their church home) where they previously resided and survived 
with the family’s occupation of shepherding. 

The first chapter is the death of Naomi’s husband, the marriage of her two sons to 
Moabite women, both sons’ deaths ten years later, and Naomi’s decision to return to 
Bethlehem (her church home). One daughter-in-law, Orpah, (church member) returns to 
her Moabite family for reasons unknown but returns to her former life and family. The 
other, Ruth, is loyal to Naomi and to her God and returns with Naomi. In the second 
chapter, Ruth gleans in the field of Naomi’s kin Boaz and acquires enough grain to 
sustain her and Ruth for a time. In the third chapter, Naomi devises a plan for Ruth’s full 
security. She gives Ruth instructions to visit Boaz on the threshing floor at night, which 


ends in a promise of marriage to Ruth. In chapter four, Ruth and Boaz have the birth of 
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their first child Obed, which means ‘servant.’* The book ends with genealogy that goes 
back to Judah and Tamar and forward to King David.’ 

The Book of Ruth in the Old Testament of the Christian Bible is noted to be a 
book of history.” In the Jewish Bible, the Tanakh, is known as a book of writings and a 
story of loyalty and commitment that means hesed in Hebrew, of Ruth, Naomi and Boaz. 
This loyalty extended beyond the bounds of law or duty.’ This is as the new member is to 
experience the fiduciary exchange of loyalty between the established church member and 
themselves. Ruth had a relationship with her mother-in-law that epitomized fidelity. She 
had a relationship that was so close that Ruth was willing to follow her wherever she 
would go. She left the gods of her country to continue the relationship. Her compassion 
was evident in her dedication. 

Even though Ruth, as a young widow, could have had an opportunity to marry 
someone and remove herself from a life of poverty, she risked and chose to experience 
this state with her loved one. She was willing to ‘walk through the fire’® with Naomi. 
Naomi must have had such a hospitable and welcoming spirit about her that Ruth was 
drawn to her. This is just as the new member is to perceive those who are journeying to 
the church body. It is imperative that the potential member is welcomed with kindness 
and gentleness. 


* Geoffrey Wigoder, Hlustrated Dictionary and Concordance of the Bible (New York, NY: Reader, 
1986), 745. 
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In continuing the conversation on the pericope of Ruth, the context and ethnicity 
were an important part of this Biblical narrative, which represented unlikely relationships 
throughout. In the opening of the text, the relationship of Ruth and her mother-in-law 
Naomi was initiated through the marriage of Naomi and Naomi’s son. Elimilech was 
Naomi’s spouse (Elimilech means “may kingship come my way” or God is my king). 
They left their town of Bethlehem (which in Hebrew means “house of bread”), due to a 
famine. According to the Jewish Talmud, Elimilech left because he did not want beggars 
knocking on his door during the famine.’ 

Ironically, Elimelech went as a foreigner to a foreign land to avoid relating to and 
welcoming persons with whom he may be familiar and have needs. Elimilech was not a 
good example of being a member of a community that welcomes new members into the 
church. He did not even want to welcome them in their time of need. He did not even 
wait to see if they had needs. On the other hand, Elimelech was analogous to a person 
going to a church with the hope that he and his family would be accepted. He had the 
ideal expectation that a new member would have to be accepted, cared for and absorbed 
into the culture of the church. There is no evidence in this particular text that he and his 
family were rejected or ignored. 

Elimelech and his family left Bethlehem, the town in which the future king of 
Israel, David—grandson of Ruth—was to be born (Ru 4:22). From that genetic line; the 


King of Kings, the Lord of Lords,® the Savior, Jesus the Christ,’ the reason for 


” Raphael Shuchat, “The Use of Symbolism and Hidden Messages in the Book of Ruth,” Jewish 
fleritage Online Magazine, Spring 2002: 1, accessed October 6, 2014, http://jhom.com/calendar/sivan/ 
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Christianity’° was born.'! What irony! In further revelation, kingship did come 
Elimilech’s way in death and life thereafter through Jesus Christ, the Savior of all 
humankind from the lineage of King David.” 

The new member profile that may connect to the church body may be familiar as 
well as a foreigner. Although Elimelech was a Jew who worshiped a monotheistic’? God, 
he would be as a gentile'* in the new land. We note that Elimilech was apparently 
confident that he would be received in a foreign land as anew member should be just as 
confident when entering into the footsteps of an aggregation of peoples referred to as 
Christians. Ironically, Elimilech did not wish to stay with familiar persons and help see 
them through the famine but expected that foreigners would receive him. He did not want 
to walk alongside persons, as an established church member should for the new member 
if they are to be integrated into the life of the church. 

Elimelech uprooted his family from their home of origin to embrace another 
homeland. The tribe in which Elimelech was a part of was known to be a proud and 
arrogant tribe. Their tribe was not attacked by the Canaanites as the other tribes of Israel, 
which signified that they were allowed to proliferate and develop for a time.’” It is 
possible that Elimilech shared this confident arrogance. He may have the same attitude as 


° Donald K. McKim, Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms (Louisville, KY: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 1996), 47 
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a person who is new to the church and expect that their new environment should embrace 
them. 

So Elimelech, his wife Naomi (which in Hebrew na’im means pleasant), and his 
two sons Mah’lon (meaning of sickness) and Chil’ion (meaning decimation), were of 
Ephrathah, the tribe of Ephraim. They migrated to the country of Moab in Ruth 1:1. 
There, the sons married two Moabite women by the name of Ruth (meaning friend or 
companion) and Orpah, which means back of neck.’® 

In Genesis 19:30-38, the Bible ascribes the origin of the Moabites to come from 
the incestuous union of Lot, Abraham’s nephew, and his elder daughter who feared that 
Lot was the only man alive. Some scholars have suggested that the Moabites came from a 
group of nomadic tribes that lived in the Syrian-Arabian desert.'’ Moses, the faithful 
liberator of the Hebrews from enslavement by the North African peoples called Egyptians 
as noted in the book of Exodus, chapter thirteen,'* died and was buried there.!? There was 
constant enmity between the Israelites and the Moabites as noted in the book of Numbers 
22:2 and 2 Kings 1:1.°? The Moabites were not looked upon as favorable people in the 
eyes and ways of the Israelites. There was even a law in the Talmud, noted in the Torah 
in Deuteronomy 23, that, “No Moabite or any descendants may enter the assembly of the 


Lord.” But according to the Talmud, this did not apply to females, so Naomi was free to 
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be hospitable to Ruth and Ruth can convert to Judaism.*' Nevertheless, the sons of Naomi 
and Elimelech married these two women. In order to accept new members into the church, 
backgrounds should not be a consideration. If a Christian is aligned with the goal to 
disciple and bring others into the kingdom, to acknowledge the Kingdom of God and 
welcome ali into that Kingdom, then ethnicity has no place. 

Why would Elimelech name his sons such names that do not signify a long or 
healthy lite? Strangely, Elimelech died after their arrival and the two sons died after ten 
years without offspring born to Ruth or Orpah, leaving three widows in the same 
household.” According to Jewish tradition, this can indicate poverty because in the 
Israelite patriarchal culture, young widows were given identity, security, and wealth by 
remarriage.”° The males were solely responsible for supporting the household. 

Ancient Israel enforced the practice of levirate laws. Levirate is from the root 
word in Latin meaning levir, which means husband’s brother.”* It is the practice of a man 
marrying his brother’s widow as prescribed in the laws of Moses. It was purposed to 
preserve the family and to continue the deceased’s line.” It was not only a practice in the 


tribes of Israel but it was a cultural custom that occurred even before the crisis in 


*' Brian Weinstein, “Naomi's Mission: A Commentary on the Book of Ruth,” /ewish Bible 
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Numbers 27 regarding Zelophelad’s daughters when they appealed to Moses asking to 
keep their deceased father’s name alive as they had no brothers.”° 

The law stated that if a woman’s husband is dead and she has no father in law or 
son, she becomes a widow—that is wife of the dead man, she shall go wherever she 
pleases.*’ It looked as if Naomi knew to go to her cousin Boaz since he was the closest 
relative to Elimelech. In ancient Israel, when a woman’s husband died, she was still 
considered to be a part of the family and subject to the authority of the husband’s male 
kin.”® 

In this case, there were no males available in which to marry. There was not a 
man to give them after the death of Elimelech! There was no sign of Elimelech having 
any brothers.” Since according to Biblical law, levirate marriage pertained to the brother 
of the dead husband, it was unlikely for Ruth to marry Boaz—Elimelech’s cousin. A 
thought to consider; it was in Naomi’s best interest to get married to her deceased 
husband’s kin and not Ruth. Naomi decides to return to Bethlehem, probably because she 
has male relatives there who are obliged to help her. Obviously, her legal status in Judah 


is better than in Moab, where she is alone, on her own, and a foreigner.”” Naomi 
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graciously sacrificed her role as the widowed wife, possibly due to her age as she 
responded to Ruth in verse 1:12.°' This still demonstrated her gracious kindness. 

Elimelech, his wife Naomi, and two sons were Eph’ra-thites. The Eph’ra-thites 
were from Ephrathah, a place that was Bethlehem.” They were Black Hebrews who 
assimilated into the tribe of Judah who descended from the second wife of Caleb by the 
name of Ephrathah, an Ephrathite. Furthermore, on a brief biblical/historical note: 
Ephrath was near the place in which Rachel in the Old Testament book of Genesis 35:16, 
one of the wives of Jacob, gave birth to Benjamin. She died and was buried there. It is 
also where Caleb buried his wife Azubah. The name suggests that Ephrath means 
Ephraim. This is important, as it is one of the tribes inside the territory of Judah proximal 
to the Northern Kingdom. From this tribe was the tribe of Jacob, whose father was Isaac 
and whose father was Abraham! Additionally, to this tribe belonged Joshua, the leader of 
Israel after Moses. Elimelech was of a tribe with strong leadership. As an analogy, they 
were all leaders of the church who were responsible for member’s protection and 
promoted the well being of all members.” 

Naomi, her family, and her husband’s cousin, Boaz, were of the tribe of Ephraim. 
King David’s grandfather—Obed, father of Jesse was in that line. Obed was born to Ruth 
and Boaz. Jesse was the second husband of David’s mother. The point with the previous 
examples is that there was a history of pertinent individuals in the tribe of Elimelech. And 


Ruth, as a foreigner, was adopted into this great history. Ruth was from the Moabites who 
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the Jews were commanded not to affiliate with as noted in the Books of Ezra, 9:1 and 
Nehemiah Assimilation, Jewish Bible Quarterly, as they also served multiple gods.** 

Ruth had brought the experience of a monarchy. The Moabites had kings, such as 
Balak, the Israelites had no such experience. They had more political, military, artistic, 
and administrative experience than the wandering Israelites. This talent was necessary to 
the Israelites. Their gifts and talents infused into the tribe of Judah, which came one of 
the most powerful tribes. This is a great example of how a new member can bring their 
gifts and experiences into the church for the edification of the body of Christ. The new 
member can fuse together their talents with the established church member’s talents as 
they walk side by side for the Kingdom of God. This all can be done without changing 
the mission and identity of the church. Even though the Jews were a people set apart, had 
particular ways, and worshiped the one God, they depended on God and each other for 
knowledge and strength. This is to say a new member can bring knowledge and strength, 
which further strengthen the bonds between new and established members to the church 
and that God is a God of nationality and community.” 

Elimelech was going to a place where there was a history of enmity as previously 
noted in the book of Deuteronomy. Why did he do so? There was no indication in the 
first verse or subsequent verses that God told him to go to the land of the Moabites. 
Historically, socially, and biblically, people tend to migrate during times of duress in 
their own land. For example, in the book of Genesis, chapter twelve, verse ten, there was 


a famine in the land of Canaan where God told Abram to go but he used his free will 
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given to him by God and went to another land. Since he was a shepherd and had a human 
mind of inteilect and reason, he and his family were at risk for becoming destitute if he 
remained in Canaan. Naomi was the established, experienced member of the community 
as she accepted Ruth who followed beside her who received and applied advice on how 
to behave with Boaz.*° 

The Book of Ruth begins and ends in Bethlehem (the house of bread) as Ruth and 
Naomi return to Bethlehem at the beginning of the barley harvest.’’ One could presume 
that this was an indication that the land was no longer in famine. There are so many 
ironies, twists and turns in this story, yet God prevailed due to hospitality, loyalty and 
commitment of all three main characters in the story: Naomi, Ruth and Boaz. Naomi 
encouraged Orpah to leave and return to her familiar community, which is analogous to 
when a new person comes to the church and goes without affiliating and assimilating 
with the church body. Ruth took the initiative to stay in her acquired community and 
Orpah did not, deciding to go home. Sometimes a new member may leave for causes 
unknown or when church operations may change which may in turn impact their lives. 
She also could have felt unwelcomed or maybe Naomi catered to Ruth more than she. 
There can be a myriad of reasons but the final outcome was Ruth stayed with her mother 
in law and her mother-in-law accepted her insistence to stay.”* 

Do you think Orpah regretted her decision to return home? One daughter in law 
assimilated, was blessed, and the other returned home at the behest of her own detriment. 


There is no further record of Orpah’s destiny after she left Ruth and Naomi. Imagine 
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what would or could have happened if Naomi later sent someone to get Orpah? It is 
analogous to someone who has not decided to join the church and the church searches for 
that potential member to get them assimilated into the life of the church. Is it possible that 
Orpah could have rejoined her mother-in-law, as she was so pleased at the effort and 
depth of energy that her mother in law took? The time she would have sacrificed to 
organize a search to bring her back without a grudge? Imagine what could happen if we 
as church members went to such an extent to search for the member and love them back 
into the fold!°” 

Member assimilation also, involves participation in church activities and Ruth may 
have felt a kind obligation to participate as she willingly went to glean in the fields. This 
points to the idea that a church must have activities for the new member to participate. It 
may be through the choir, bible-studies, etc. It gives the member a sense of belonging to 
the church and acquaintance with other church members with a gradual progression to 
permanent assimilation.”° 

Regardless of Ruth’s family history, being from one of the most detestable 
nations, Naomi still continued to embrace her. They had to have a sense of shared 
emotions with the loss of their husbands and Naomi’s loss intensified as her son died 
after her husband. In fact, Naomi requested that she be referred to as Mara, which meant 
bitter. Naomi sacrificed her own grief and loss to assist someone else (Ruth) who had 
also suffered a loss. And yet she had natural kindness as her gifted name that meant 


pleasant. Ruth also had an inclination to receive that kindness. It was a fiduciary 
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relationship and example of the true love for one another that Jews were commanded to 
do as well as Christians as seen in Leviticus 19:18 and Matthew 22:31. This is exactly 
how we as a church are to bring members in and love them. We are to bare one another’s 
burdens as an act of love, extending the same kindness towards a stranger.”! 

Naomi put her bitterness aside and employed her gifted name—kindness. She was 
selfless and not selfish. She did not adhere to the edict of Moses in Deuteronomy 23:3-6 
which says, “No Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord. 
Even to the tenth generation, none of their descendants shall be admitted to the assembly 
of the Lord, because they did not meet you with food and water on your journey out of 
Egypt, You shall never promote their welfare or prosperity as long as you live.” Naomi 
had a heart of kindness, which included the heart of forgiveness. How long must one hold 
a grudge? Naomi proved that the memory of a former unkindness could be blotted out by 
kindness rendered in the current context. Her kindness seemed to come naturally and 
extended beyond kinship. In this situation, Naomi exhibited one of the character traits a 
Christian is to possess as a member of the church body that aids in the assimilation of 
new members, As humans, our character can be unforgiving but as disciples of Jesus 
Christ, we are commanded to forgive.” 

Additionally, after spending time in the land of the Moabites, Naomi took a 
chance to be accepted and reintegrated into her own broader Jewish community. 
Fortunately, her community willingly accepted them back into the fold. She was an 
example of how we as established members accept each other in faith, love, and 
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accountability. Naomi is the representative of the church body who has extended her 
hand to a new member, covered her with her wings, embraced, and guided Ruth—an 
immigrant—directing her towards the ministry for which she was destined and that was 
Boaz—a man of wealth, kindness and compassion. This is interpreted to say that 
members who come to the church will have a rich reward as they become active in the 
life of the church and find a union with the church like Boaz and Ruth; the ministry and 
member who adopted and assimilated themselves into the life of the church.” 

In chapter three, Naomi wanted to assure that Ruth was grounded and accepted 
into the culture. She loved her daughter-in-law, as she knew that the future would be 
secure if she were married. So she devised a plan for Ruth to follow the Israelite law of 
behaving as a servant to Boaz. Boaz’ name meant, ‘In Him is Strength.’ This is like a 
new member from another culture getting exposed to the theology of culture of the 
church. She directed Ruth how to behave such as gleaning in the fields and to lie at the 
feet of Boaz. She spent time with her, as a new member would expect other church 
members in order to develop trust. They gave each other time and attention. This ensures 
that the new member has been navigated towards the path to being grounded in 
the ministries of the church. The church represents a covering, a place for Ruth. Naomi 
made sure that Ruth had a covering with Boaz to be firmly rooted in her new situation.”* 

Boaz, as one active in ministry in the church, took the baton from Naomi and 
accepted Ruth but wanted to expose her to the various ministries of Ruth’s interests until 


she had settled into a ministry. He knew of Ruth’s character and work ethic by observing 
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her with his other servant girls. In other words, he looked out for her best interests. He 
took the responsibility to dedicate himself to ensure that Ruth was connected and 
immersed as a member of the church. This was demonstrated as Boaz called over his 
relative, the kinsman-redeemer, and the elders of the community, who was responsible to 
purchase land from Naomi. He reminded the kinsman-redeemer that he had further 
responsibility to marry Ruth. The kinsman-redeemer declined to purchase the land, 
rejecting the responsibility. This is an example in which a church member would not 
accept new members. Due to this occurrence, it left Boaz in the position to acquire the 
land and marry Ruth, keeping him connected with her and her with him. Boaz, as a man 
of wealth, did not have to acquire any, more land but he felt a responsibility to Ruth. He 
was righteous as he did the righteous act of marrying Ruth. He could have chosen not to 
do so and left Ruth and Naomi in the same situation. The love in his heart did not permit 
it. Moreover, the entire church community prayed a Blessing over Boaz and Ruth in 4:11- 
ia 

What a wonderful church! In spite of the history between the Moabites and 
Israelites, they all accepted Ruth. This is an example of a church community who 
affirmed Ruth as the new member. They assimilated her into new membership and the 
body of Christ. They exhibited the Old Testament verse in Numbers 15:14-16, “.... An 
alien who lives with you, or who takes up permanent residence among you, and wishes to 
offer an offering by fire, a pleasing odor to the LORD, shall do as you do. As for the 
assembly, there shall be for both you and the resident alien a single statute, a perpetual 


statute throughout your generations; you and the alien shall be alike before the ordinance. 
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LORD. You and the alien who resides with you shall have the same law and the same and 
the same ordinance.” 

Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz were all representative of faith, forgiveness, love, and 
dedication. These are the characteristics for assimilating new members into the church 
community. Those members who come to the church and become active in the ministries 
of the church, not just benchwarmers as attendees, have a wonderful opportunity to be 
like Jesus. They progress to permanent members who have been successfully integrated, 
doing the work of Jesus Christ.*’ 

In order for a person to get assimilated into the church as a member, there must be 
someone like a Naomi and Boaz extending their loving arms. The church can be a 
blessing to anew member when they are steadfast and stand beside them to watch their 
growth process. As part of the church community, one must be willing to stand beside the 
new member with loving-kindness to support them through the tough times as Naomi, 
Ruth, and Boaz did for each other. The church community can accompany them on a path 


to salvation that includes being received and assimilated into the church and ultimately 


into the Kingdom of God. 


New Testament 
The New Testament Book of Acts, Acts 2:41-47 represents the most amazing, 
abrupt and acute example of new member assimilation and integration. It reads as 


follows, 
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So those who welcomed his message were baptized, and that day about three 
thousand persons were added. They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching 
and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. Awe came upon 
everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles. All 
who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their 
possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. Day-by- 
day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and 
ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the 
goodwill of all the people. And day-by-day the Lord added to their number those 
who were being saved. 

This was a celebration within a celebration. It was Pentecost, the “fiftieth day,” an 
agricultural festival also known as the Festival of Weeks. It was held after seven 
complete weeks after the barley sheaves were offered, thus held on the fiftieth day. Each 
male was required to walk to the temple in Jerusalem.*® This could have been the context 
in Acts 2:1 in which, “they were all together in one place.” The Holy Spirit, God’s divine 
breath, descended upon them fulfilling Jesus’ promise that he would send the Holy Spirit, 
which occurred forty-seven days after he was resurrected. Jews from various nations 
gathered as mentioned in Acts 2: 5. 

This setting occurred under the oppressive Roman Empire! In this setting, the new 
church member had been listening to preaching prior to this event, and had not yet 
received the Holy Spirit. In Matthew 28:19, Jesus instructed the disciples to go and make 
disciples of all nations and baptize them in the name of the father, the Son and the Holy 
Spirit, but he told them to wait in Jerusalem and receive the Holy Spirit first. And that’s 


exactly what they did, all twelve of them. They had to be active and focused continually. 


They had to pay attention to the new person who is in a different environment.” 
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Let us look at how the church followed Jesus’ directives. On that particular day of 
Pentecost, Peter decided to do what Jesus had commanded. He must have forgiven 
himself for denying Jesus in the past, in Matthew 26:75 as he pressed on toward the goal, 
the higher calling as in Philippians 3:14. The other disciples must have forgiven 
themselves for scattering after Jesus was arrested. Nevertheless, Peter took advantage of 
the crowd and took the opportunity to preach the Gospel of Jesus Christ in Acts 2:14. 

Prior to Peter’s speech, there had been a series of significant events that led up to 
many new members being accepted into the church in the book of Acts. In the first 
chapter of Acts, the author records that the risen Jesus had given the eleven disciples 
instructions to wait on the Holy Spirit so they can be his witnesses in Jerusalem to the 
ends of the earth. They constantly devoted themselves to prayer. They chose another 
disciple—Matthias in 1:26. They were all together in one place at the Jewish feast of 
Pentecost and the Holy Spirit- described as divided tongues of fire in 2:1-3—came in like 
a violent wind and filled them. 

In Acts chapter 2, prior to the acquisition of more converts, they spoke in other 
languages, yet understanding, and those who were present were puzzled at the 
occurrence. They were devout Jews from every nation. Others accused them of being 
drunk. The potential new member may not speak the same language but can understand 
the language of love and belonging. A church may go the distance to use an interpreter in 
order to gain an understanding of the language. This demonstrated the established 


church’ willingness to accept different languages and ethnicities.” 


° The Wesley Study Bible, 1035. 
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In Acts 2:14-38, Peter seized the opportunity and addressed the gathering to 
explain what happened, declaring the Word of God as spoken through the prophet Joel. 
He ended his declaration announcing that Jesus Christ was the messiah. Then the 
people’s hearts were touched as they asked what they should do. Peter made himself 
available to answer questions of the potential member of the church community.”! 

The truth of the Word of God is to penetrate the new member’s hearts and convict 
them as grace allows them to move forward in membership, as they repent and turn away 
from sin and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ, so that their sins may be forgiven 
and they will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. That was the promise for them and their 
children. 

In Acts 2:41” So those who welcomed his message were baptized, and that day 
about three thousand members were added.” Imagine that! There is a great possibility that 
there were more than three thousand as the distinction between biblical text and Israelite 
culture is important. Ancient Israelite culture was patriarchal and women and children 
were not mentioned. We want to imply that the men who were at the feast of Pentecost, 
had families who accompanied them to Jerusalem. The New Testament church baptized 
families and households, for example in Acts 16, the Philippian jailer, and his family. 
Additionally, many of these new believers who welcomed the message may have 
returned the next day to other parts of the Roman world, taking the gospel with them. The 


church had fulfilled its purpose: evangelism.” 


° The Wesley Study Bible, 1035. 
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Acts 2:42 say, “Those that joined devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching 
and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and prayers.” They had fellowship and were 
unique persons of faith-sharing. They demonstrated the meaning of koinonia; sharing and 
fellowship. There was camaraderie amongst them. Their social behavior was seen as 
unique as it drew others in. There was love that exuded from them and all around them. 
There was positive morale. This is the exact scene a new member should see when they 
present to a church. They then can move on to engage in ministries and be servant leaders 
in the church. They go on to be entrenched as a new disciple. They have assimilated into 
the loving church, as the established members have been a witness for them in imparting 
the love of Christ. It was as Jesus said to the disciples in John 13:35, “By this everyone 
will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” It centered on the 
teaching of the Gospel that resulted in a heart change, a conviction of established and 
new members. The church had fulfilled its purpose and it was clear. The new member is 
now a partner in the gospel. They have become messengers.” 

Breaking bread together demonstrated the gift of hospitality. It is the ability to 
welcome strangers and guests with great joy and kindness so that they become friends. In 
Romans 12:13, Paul, another apostle, said to, “...extend hospitality to others....” There is 
something to be said about the spirit of hospitality. It is said that it is one of the most 
difficult of spiritual gifts. That was uniqueness about the church as it welcomed strangers. 
It was, and is, part of the foundation for the church. The new member is a stranger who is 


coming into the house of God. When the church- comprised of disciples- do what Jesus 


*? McKim, Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms, 154. 
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did as in Matthew 11:19; eating with his disciples and befriending those who were social 
outcasts, the new member will feel welcomed.” 

The breaking of bread also symbolized the Eucharist as the church ministered this 
sacrament along with the sacrament of baptism as the sign of conversion, a new birth. It 
identified the new convert with Christ in his death, burial, and resurrection.” 

Prayer was the lifeblood of the early church. It still undergirds the church. The 
early disciples had no doubt that God was listening and responding. The prayers were 
part of the formula for the acquisition and assimilation of new members, “They devoted 
themselves to prayer...” The prayers must have been fervent, intense, passionate, and 
corporate within the community. Even though prayers were mentioned last in the verse, it 
was not an afterthought. In fact, it was the reverse. It was the climax of the verse. There 
was daily intentionality. As members of the body of Christ, we are to pray for new 
members to reach and receive, and God will respond.”° 

In Acts 2:43; “Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were 
being done by the apostles. The life as a Christian includes all of this and more. New 
members who accept Christ and are supported by others in Christ’s visible church will 
see evidence of God’s power through the Holy Spirit in their testimonies. It is apparent 


that God wants to give us grace. Acts 4:33 say, “With great power the disciples had great 


* Mark Driscoll, “Spiritual Gifts,” Resurgence: A Ministry of Mars Hill Church, July 20, 2009, 
accessed September 30, 2014, marshill.org. 
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grace when they gave their testimonies to the resurrection of the Lord, Jesus and great 
grace was upon them all.””’ 

In Acts 2:44, “All who believed were together, and had all things in common,” 
This represented a unique gathering. They must have felt comfortable, just as a new 
member should when encountering the church as the people who represent the body of 
Christ. It 1s up to the church community to receive the new member and ground them in 
the foundation and purpose of the church.”® 

Acts 2:45 reads, “...they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the 
proceeds to all, as any had need.” They were on one accord, with unity as if of the same 
socioeconomic class. In Mark 10:21-22, they did as Jesus taught in these two verses. In 
this story, the rich young ruler wanted to know what to do inherit eternal life. Here is 
Jesus’ response,” Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack one thing; go, sell 
what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; 
then come, follow me. When he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for 
he had many possessions.” This demonstrates that the New Testament church had 
members that were rich and poor. All were to have love and compassion for all persons in 
order to love God. The new member should sense the love and compassion from the 
church.”” 

Acts 2:46 reads, “They spent much time with each other daily, and ate their food 
at home with thankful hearts. They praised God and looked out for the goodwill of one 


another. This was representative of agapic love, (Gr. taken from agape’), the self-giving 
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love, and a mark of the Christian life. As new members are welcomed with a hospitable 
spirit, they know they are loved which urges them on into becoming permanent members 
of the church. They then recirculate that love to others. They spent time with each other, 
getting to know each other, like family members. 

In Acts 2:47, “praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by 
day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.” The church grew as 
new members were assimilated into the congregation of believers due to their attitude and 
actions. It was how they treated others and each other. There was no evidence in the 
biblical narrative that they argued. The church grew as the disciples, the converted ones, 
carried the message, spreading the Gospel of Jesus Christ. This is a major goal of the 
church for the new member. They must feel confident and secure with their fellow 
laborers for the Gospel. This way the Gospel will spread naturally. 

The mission was launched with greatness of love. This love was natural, as a new 
member ought to feel as they are assimilated into the life of the church. The church was 
doing what Jesus commanded them to do and that was to love one another. This authentic 
love will continue to attract new members and they will remain as long as love for them 
is evident.” 

In order for the modern day New Testament church to grow, one must treat each 
other with kindness regardless of socioeconomic status and ethnicity. There was joy and 
communion amongst the believers of the original church community that is to transfer to 
the new member who joins and assimilates in to the lifestyle of the body of believers. 
What does a church look like when it longs for new persons to join as members and get 


°° Elmer L. Towns, What's Right with the Church: A Manifesto of Hope (Ventura, CA: Regal, 
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assimilated into the life of the church? What is a church? When one speaks of a church 
and its characteristics, one speaks of an assembly of believers in whom Christ dwells. It 
is under the discipline of the Word of God and is organized for evangelism, education, 
and fellowship, administering the ordinances and reflecting the spiritual gifts. It is 
primarily the belief in a Trinitarian God.*' 

The disciples were an assembly of believers in Acts 2:1. The purpose of the 
church was and still is to spread the light of Christ in a dark world. So, in Acts 2:14-36, 
Peter addressed the group of persons, incorporating others into the body of Christ by at 
first preaching the Words that Jesus Christ instructed. A church must be under the 
discipline of the Word of God. When a minister gives a proclamation as Peter did in Acts 
2:14, it is a positive discipline. It also fulfills the purpose of education.” 

Like the Acts church, as new members come into the church, we as disciples are 
to welcome them, spend time with them, and invite them to participate in ministries, love 
on them, ensure their smooth transition, walk beside them and connect them into the life 
of the church. As we continue to demonstrate this in authenticity, new members will fill 
the love we have for them and God through Jesus Christ. God will continue to bless and 
add to the church. 

The New Testament church grew phenomenally, because the established members 
of faith connected with new members. It was Gospel of Good news for all the peoples. 


They accepted persons of all ethnicities, social classes, ages, and gender and brought 
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them into the fold. As we continue to make disciples for Jesus Christ, we are mindful to 
remember Galatians 3:28, “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or 
free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” We are to 
spread the news of the coming Kingdom of God! 

As the purpose of the church is fulfilled, the new member will aid in the 
command that Jesus gave the first disciples in Matthew 28:19-20, “Go therefore and 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and 


of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. 


And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 


“McKim, Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms, 154. 


CHAPTER THREE 


HISTORICAL FOUNDATION 


The historical foundations will address a religious denomination called 
Methodists that begins in the context of how it developed and how its founder, John 
Wesley began to assimilate new persons into the life of the church. He began by grouping 
new members into societies that consisted of twelve persons, bands that consisted of five 
to ten persons, and classes, which were a little larger.’ It parallels the modern day method 
of how the Christian church blends and supports persons into the life of the church 
through groups such as Bible studies. 

The Methodist movement is credited with having begun by John Wesley and his 
brother Charles as a Holy Club on the campus of Oxford University,” but in order to 
understand how the Methodist movement came to its full fruition through John Wesley, 
we must begin with their paternal grandfather John Wesley, the patriarch of the Wesley 
family. 

With all of the tumultuous changes and tension within the Roman Catholic 
Church and royalty in England in the 18" century, there was birthed an English 
Reformation that included the Church of England. After all, St. Augustine is credited 
with introducing Christianity to England in the 6" century in hopes to convert King 


' Richard P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists (Nashville, TN: Abingdon 
Press, 1995), 117-118. 
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Ethelbert, whose wife Queen Bertha was a Christian. Since then, the English monarchy 
has involved themselves in religious affairs of the church, which enforced change upon 
the people.’ The state demanded that citizens attend church and set the guidelines. The 
clergy who did not wish to adhere to the changes were titled non-conformists. This is 
how John Wesley, a citizen of England and grandfather of John Wesley, became involved 
in being labeled as a non-conformist.’ 

The Act of Toleration instituted by King William and Queen Mary in May of 
1689, held that non-conformists were allowed their own places of worship and their own 
teachers, if they accepted certain oaths of allegiance, and registered their groups with the 
government. John Wesley opposed either requirement, which he believed restricted his 
religious and political freedom.’ He was accused of being improperly ordained, holding 
irregular worship, and preaching. He was rejected and spent his years in pulpits and 
prisons.° 

In order to rejuvenate religious life, the laity,’ who was not ordained by clergy, 


began voluntary religious societies.* Samuel Wesley, the son of John Wesley, became the 


* Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People, 3. 
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rector of a parish in Epworth, England and became a part of these societies.” He was 
involved as a member of the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK). The 
societies addressed the problems of immorality on a personal and individual basis. Their 
aim was to change society through changing people one at a time.'” 

John Wesley was born in 1701as the fifteenth of nineteen children born to Samuel 
and Susanna Wesley. Ten of the children survived into adulthood. Samuel Wesley was 
educated at Oxford and published a myriad of books, articles, and newsletters including 
poetry. His published articles catered to, and were attractive to all persons and 
personalities. He was the son of a non-conformist and Susanna was the daughter of a non- 
conformist by the name of Samuel Annesley. Although they were united in being the 
offspring of non-conformists they differed in loyalty to the monarchy. Samuel Wesley 
wanted to be loyal and Susanna did not, as she believed Samuel possessed a lukewarm 
essence without questioning who was on the throne. As a result, Susanna did not say 
“Amen” to the prayer that Samuel led at the table that ended with “God save the king.” 
This led Samuel to separate from Susanna for an extended period of time; he went to 
London under the guise to attend the Convocation of Clergy. After one year, he returned 
home, as a new monarch inhabited the throne. The new monarch, Anne, was accepting of 
Samuel and Susanna, which led to different plans and Samuel stayed home. In less than a 
year—John was born, the product of reconciliation." 


Susanna’s fortitude and tenacity is to be honored as she; not formally educated 


and mother of many had to govern her household as a single parent in that period of time. 
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Her influence on John and his brother Charles’ upbringing was a major contributing 
factor that leads to the Methodist movement. Although Susanna was interested in 
education, women could not enroll in colleges and universities so she used her skills and 
taught the children at home. She was adamant that girls needed to learn to read as well as 
boys.” 

Until the birth of Charles, when John was four years old, John Wesley was the 
only male child in the presence of four or five sisters. This may have influenced his 
openness to accept females into leadership of his societies.’° 

The Wesley’s were involved in the religious society and ushering Christians into 
holy living through the Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge. From this 
society, Samuel Wesley arranged a small religious society at Epworth. He had only a few 
guidelines. They were, “First, to pray to God, secondly, to read the Holy Scriptures and 
discourse upon religious matters for their mutual edification, and thirdly, to deliberate 
about the edification of their neighbor and the promoting of it.”"* 

Samuel Wesley limited the group to twelve members, and if anymore desired to 
join, another group would be formed and limited to twelve members. The first society 
was the core one that made decisions in regards to the Church and other religious 
principles. '° 

Meanwhile, Susanna invited persons to her kitchen for Sunday evening prayers as 


an avenue to gaining, retaining, and assimilating members into the church body. This 
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gathering caused a little angst in Samuel as Susanna’s gathering was not registered with 
the government. Susanna continued with the gatherings. '° 

There was no evidence that John and Charles Wesley were directly connected 
with the Epworth Society but its teachings became formed within John Wesley’s 
religious principles. 

On a side note, in 1709, young “Jacky” (John Wesley’s nickname) was saved 
from a fire that he and his mother believed was the result of Divine providence. In 1714, 
John was sent to Charterhouse school and along with two of his other brothers, Charles 
and young Samuel, following their father’s path to Oxford."” 

While at Oxford University, John became disappointed as to the spiritual and 
intellectual nature of the university. He then became a seeker of spiritual and academic 
sources. He devoured books, visited various parishes, and prisons, and became 
acquainted with new people adopting the methods of the religious societies led by his 
father. He then formulated his own views on Christian lifestyle, reflection, and holiness.'* 

There were three places that set the stage for the formation of Methodism: 

Oxford, Georgia and London. John Wesley began as the progenitor of a sect!” called 
Methodists at Oxford University.” Oxford University was where a great deal of students 
was prepared for employ in government, law, medicine, or the church. Most of the 


professors were priests and may have impacted John Wesley’s path toward being a ‘man 
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of the cloth.’ Hts father had some trepidation towards this path, possibly based on his 
experience, and his mother hoped that he would be practical in his application of religion 
and holiness.” 

While at Oxford, John Wesley began studying for ordination as a parish priest in 
the Church of England. The preparation for this required a Bachelor of Arts degree, 
examination by the bishop, being a deacon for two years while on probation, continuation 
of scholastic studies towards a Master of Arts degree, another examination under the 
bishop and ordination as a priest. The Bachelor of Divinity degree was to be achieved 
within seven years of the Master of Arts degree if one wanted to be a college professor. 
The Doctor of Divinity was to be obtained only for those who desired a position in an 
academic profession.” 

A person who is responsible for gathering new disciples and assimilating them 
into the body of Christ has to have a tenacity and determination that only God can give, 
thus, the fortitude of John Wesley and those of present day parish ministers in the United 
Methodist Church. With John Wesley, there is a consistent method, structure, and pattern 
in his approach to holy living. He seemed to have gleaned his questions for the societies 
from his ordination exam. 

Although Charles started the study group that eame to be known as the Holy 
Club, John Wesley formed the physical and structural organization of Methodism of the 


Oxford Society. John’s diary records the pattern of meeting dates and times. John tutored 


so as to meet the requirements of being a fellow at the university. They met for prayer, 
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study, religious conversations, and took the sacraments and recorded in their diaries.”” 
They would meet on Sundays, Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. For example, on 
Sundays they attended the sermons at the University and consumed the sacraments. Often 
John would be preaching on the weekends but the other members of the group would still 
meet. On Sunday evenings they would read works of divinity. During the weekdays, they 
would study the classics.** These actions along with their work in the community such as 
visiting the poor, those in prison, orphans, and the widowed gained them a reputation and 
were sarcastically called The Holy Club among other names such as Bible moths and 
Methodists.” Methodist was the label that stuck more immediate than the other names. 
But this did not stop John as being the leader of this band of his brother and friends. It 
spurred him to continue his interest in others through acts of mercy and works of piety 
and his concomitant interest in his own soul and personal salvation.7° His focus was, 
holiness of heart and life.*’ He proceeded to define the character of a Methodist and 
invited his detractors to join to believe and live out the common principles of 
Christianity.””* 

In 1732, there was a change in the functioning and flow of the band as one of the 
members, William Morgan became ill and went home to Ireland. As Morgan was leaving, 


John Wesley met John Clayton, the son of a bookseller. This fostered a connection, as 
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John Wesley was able to develop deep relationships with publishers and booksellers 
enabling him to get materials printed for the new members who joined the bands and 
societies. This also connected him with influential supporters of the Society for the 
Propagation of Christian Knowledge (SPCK) who in turn supported John’s Oxford 
society. So John Wesley became a member of the SPCK by correspondence only. The 
association with John Clayton’s involvement led to further discipline of fasting on 
Wednesdays and Fridays, following the method of the early church with nothing to eat 
before three o’clock p.m.” Along with their continued association, they studied ancient 
Christian literature as John Clayton was a patristic scholar and John with his ongoing 
desire to be learned scholar for himself, members, and sustenance for the members in his 
society. This character trait of education held future implications for Methodism. As one 
is assimilated into membership, education is the foundation for assurance of sustaining 
the member. Through John Clayton’s assistance, there were more groups formed in a 
subsidiary fashion, which begged the demand for even more structure and organization.” 
The member by the name of William Morgan, who had left the band due to 
illness, subsequently died and it was rumored that his death was due to the rigors of the 
Methodist lifestyle. After all, some of the methods included getting up at four and five 
o'clock in the morning. John Wesley defended this rumor that included writing a letter to 
the father of William Morgan, which became known as The Morgan Letter that explained 
the Methodist movement and a sermon preached on Circumcision of the Heart, which 
helped to explain the theological purpose of the movement. If ones’ soul is changed, it 


should be reflected in your lifestyle. This theological reflection and emphasis on 
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Christian lifestyle led to the doctrine of Christian Perfection, which would be branded on 
Methodism. It would also be the focus for John Wesley throughout his life’s spiritual 
journey and for new converts. The Morgan letter was anonymously printed in a pamphlet 
titled “The Oxford Methodists” along with some disparaging comments about the 
movement. This information was planted in the minds of the public and there was no 
escape from the term Methodist. This sermon gave more substance to what was then 
known as the Wesleyan movement.”! 

During the period of Oxford Methodism, John Wesley continued to use the 
Morgan letter to explain the crescendo in Methodism especially since it was the preface 
to most of his journal printings. It served a purpose for explaining the origin of 
Methodism.” Wesley had thought of removing the Holy Club off the grounds of Oxford 
University due to its ostracism, so that its members could focus without distraction until 
he realized that community was the impetus that forged the movement. In addition, he 
had personal decisions to make. His father had become ill and the family wanted him to 
take over the parish at Epworth. John felt that it would interfere with his asceticism, his 
communal support, and interaction with the Holy Club so he rejected his father’s 
request.” 

Within this movement of Methodism, John Clayton encouraged his friends and 
acquaintances to investigate and join the Methodist movement. John Wesley’s group had 
fallen back to its original count of five or six as members of the group would start other 


groups around the Oxford university campus and other college and university campuses. 
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They would organize other groups of persons who were serious about their academics 
and spiritual dedication to living holy. These groups continued to multiply and possessed 
members with ages ranging from fourteen to twenties. Eight colleges were represented 
that included Christ Church set up by Charles Wesley, Lincoln, Exeter and Queen’s 
college set up by Benjamin Ingham.** John Wesley had been responsible for the first rise 
of Methodism, initiating acquisition through bands and the formation of societies through 
assimilation of persons into discipleship at Oxford University. 

Three months after the death of his father, General Olgethorpe was sailing to the 
Americas—namely Savannah, Georgia, invited John Wesley to take his Holy Club to 
Georgia. This was to be as a missionary to the Indians and colonists to gather and nurture 
more converts for Christian living that had the desire to “flee from the wrath to come.” 
Wesley, his brother Charles, Benjamin Ingham, and Charles Delamotte represented he 
Holy Club. George Whitefield, whom John met at Oxford, stayed behind with the Holy 
Club at Oxford, as he was not yet ordained.” 

John Wesley was still loyal to the Church of England. While in Savannah, Wesley 
urged the settlers who were serious to meet once or twice a week to form societies in 
order to correct, instruct and encourage each other.*° John Wesley was still on a mission 
to acquire new souls to the body of Christ, to nurture and assimilate them into the church. 
He had brought many children and African American Slaves to Christ, teaching them 
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how to serve God.”’ The visit to Georgia had become known as the second rise in 
Methodism.*® 

While John Wesley was in Georgia, his friends had been working to gather souls 
into new membership. Even a former prisoner had a religious society at his home. George 
Whitefield began to preach the gospel among the societies with an evangelical zeal. He 
gathered new members into the church by zealous spiritual renewal; also Bingham had 
converted to do the same. Each went about the different areas of the country of England 
aggressively working in the religious societies.°” Wesley began preaching with the same 
zeal as he was convinced that persons would become instantly converted. As a result, 
pulpits became closed to him as an ordained priest. His Oxford friends tried to convince 
him to turn down his zeal for gathering souls into the kingdom but Wesiey continued 
working simultaneously with the societies at Oxford. In the town of Oxford, he met with 
two or three societies that totaled about one hundred people.”° 

His friend, John Hutton, had a society that consisted of seventy people who met 
for worship but were not organized. Another friend, Peter Bohler, a Moravian, took it 
upon himself to solve the disorganization. He grouped together those with the same 
interest of seeking closer fellowship thereby separating them into ‘bands’ that consisted 


of five to six people. They were divided according to age, sex, and marital status. The 
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bands were devotional and confessional in nature. They purposed to provide intense 
spiritual nurture and support to each other.** 

John Wesley and John Hutton accepted two rules in which these smaller societies 
could be formed: First, they would meet together once a week and practice James 5:16. 
This text gives directive to the Christian. James 5:16 say, “Confess your sins to one 
another, pray for one another so that you may be healed. The prayer of the righteous is 
powerful and effective’(NRSV). Secondly, they would be sincere. Only those who 
desired to meet would do so. This was the group that laid the foundation for the third 
stage in Methodism. It was known as the Fetter Lane Society since they met in a house on 
Fetter lane.” 

The book of James is significant as it was written to a group of Diaspora 
Christians who were fictive kin*’ encouraging them to be together in unity and to pray for 
each other. This 1s how the church in modern day has patterned Bible studies to support 
and infuse persons into the life of the church by grouping persons into categories who 
share the same characteristics such as those of the same gender like United Methodist 
Women and United Methodist Men.” 

In John Wesley’s ongoing pursuit of holiness for individuals and the community, 
he went to Germany. His earlier encounters with the Moravians while in route on a ship 
to Georgia left Wesley with some theological reflections. While there he took notes on 


the Moravian organizational method in which they had divisions of geographical classes. 
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Additionally, there were classes categorized by age and gender, which allowed for the 
spiritual and physical presence of togetherness. Their bands met two to three times per 
week to emulate the directive of James 5:16.”° The division of persons into classes was 
the exact pattern that John Wesley’s friend, Peter Bohler, implemented while in England. 
John found an answer to some of his theological questions. His reflections were found in 
the Book of Homilies of the Church of England. It contained doctrinal statements for 
implementing theological practices and structure. John Wesley subsequently published a 
shortened version of the Book of Homilies.” 

Some leaders of the societies differed on the doctrine of predestination. John 
Wesley was against and it and felt alone in his theology. His view caused other preachers 
including George Whitefield to distance themselves from him.*’ One of the preachers, 
John Cennick, who did not agree with his theology preached against Wesley at the 
societies and created divisiveness in one of the societies. John Wesley decided to tighten 
up the requirements for membership into the societies. He used tickets for those who had 
not been recommended by a reliable person. He questioned persons who had any 
reasonable objection to them remaining in the society.“ He classified those into a class 
called penitent bands for those who had backslid or had fallen away from the faith. He 


also formed a select society who seemed to be well on their way to Christian perfection 
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and holy living.*’ This is analogous to persons and new members in the church. Some 
persons develop spiritual maturity at a deeper level than others; John Wesley made 
accommodations for those persons to keep them in the life of the church. 

Meanwhile, George Whitefield continued to preach with fervor, which led to less 
pulpits being open to those in the Wesleyan movement. He then turned to preaching 
outside in the open air, which helped fuel the societies with more persons who desired to 
flee the wrath to come. Each society and band had its own set of rules that were 
continually kept up to date. Wesley included rules for women leading to the publishing of 
“The Rules of the Band Societies.””” 

In all of his studies of early church fathers, perhaps John Wesley may have been 
influenced by one of the early Christian Fathers in the formation of guidelines in the 
societies. The Christian father Hermas, a freed slave turned successful businessman, 
received instructions through a vision from an angel in the form of a shepherd. This angel 
declared to Hermas guidelines or mandates for Christian converts in regards to Christian 
ethics. These guidelines included promotion of unity, prevention of gossip, corrective 
action and accountability.” 

Another apostolic father in church history that was beneficial for the guidelines 
for John Wesley’s societies was The Didache, the church manual for worship. It contains 


a Manual of Conduct, which contains a format of instructions on how to live. It urged 
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putting on Christian virtues and avoiding idolatry, practicing patience, humility and 
overall goodness.” 

When it came to open air or field preaching, John Wesley was not initially 
receptive until he related it to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount’ in the fifth chapter of the 
New Testament book of Matthew (NRSV) in which the people came to Jesus voluntarily 
and listened. This mass gathering of persons for discipleship was very impactful to John, 
so he began to do his open air preaching in a small growing city. John Wesley went to 
various areas to bring the gospel to those who would not or could not go to church. He 
even went to the graveyards, creating the visual with a church as a backdrop.” He 
continued to visit societies, creating rules for bands since it was in small groups that 
persons were comforted.** 

People, other preachers, and priests began to be offended by Wesley and 
Whitefield’s style of preaching the gospel and branded them as illegal. The societies 
began to outgrow their meeting places and the two largest societies bought ground and 
constructed a building to accommodate. This is analogous to modern day church growth 
to provide a material space so that new members can have a place to exist and worship. 

Although these new societies did not see themselves as a part of a Methodist 
movement per se, they were connected to well known Methodists and shared like 


descriptions. Wesley combined two societies and named them The United Society.°’ The 
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requirement for new and sustaining membership was the same, “The desire to flee from 
the wrath to come, and to be saved from their sins. “One was to evidence their desire of 
salvation by three simple rules: First, by doing no harm, by avoiding evil of every kind, 
such as: the taking of the name of the Lord in vain. These are still the same essence in 
which new members are supported as to how to live out their salvation.°° Secondly: by 
doing good; by being in every kind merciful after their power; as they have opportunity, 
doing good of every possible sort, and, as far as possible, to all men.”’ And thirdly, by 
attending upon all the ordinances of God which are: Public worship of God, ministry of 
the Word, either read or expounded, The Supper of the Lord, family and private prayer, 
Searching the Scriptures and Fasting or abstinence.””® 

As the societies grew, the bands grew which were more characteristic of 
Wesleyan methods. They were divisions of not only gender but further breakdown of 
single males or females, married males or females to allow for the most frank and open 
discussions. Not everyone who attended the societies belonged to a band but everyone in 
the bands attended the society meetings.*” These Wesleyan bands were analogous to 
modern day new membership classes in which the new members are encouraged to 
participate in a ministry that allows them to grow in grace and use their spiritual gifts. 
John Wesley stressed nurturing new members by means of mutual accountability, 


confession, growth in grace through Christian fellowship and theological reflection. 
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Wesley asked band members detailed questions as to their state, sins and temptations and 
questions such as, “How is your soul lately?” 

John Wesley provided intellectual and positive examples of the assimilation 
process from church history and scripturally. Wesley’s genius lay in his ability to 
organize seekers and converts into vital discipleship groups called societies, bands, and 
classes. Each group represented a systematic, progressive step in spiritual maturity. In 
order to join the Methodist movement a person was first involved for three months in a 
small group that taught the basics of the faith and discipleship. Then, if the person was 
willing to submit to accountability and discipline of the cell (which met weekly), one 
could be recommended for membership. Continued involvement was evaluated 
quarterly.°’ 

Seeing that knowledge was crucial to new members and soul formation, Wesley 
developed a Christian Education department, which he felt was vital to Christian living. 
He even built a school for persons of all ages, including the poor and children. 

The growth of the societies brought issues with less staff for leadership so John 
Wesley had to rely on the non ordained, lay leadership. Due to the loss of clerical allies 
and derision from others, Wesley needed and appointed strong leaders to guide the 
societies.” He developed leadership roles such as stewards, those who visited the sick, 
and those who taught. The appointment of a steward helped to allay the accusations that 
Wesley was becoming rich at the expense of the poor. This way, one person could handle 


the monies. In order to find a way to pay off the debt of the building, each class member 
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was responsible to send in a financial contribution each week. He divided the societies in 
classes consisting of groups of twelve. They were formed according to proximity, without 
similar characteristics and were grouped solely based on geography. Wesley also brought 
the class members together for disciplinary measures to promote order and holiness. A 
full inquiry was made about each person’s behavior, advice was given, and corrective 
action and support was instituted as needed. Clarification was provided for 
misunderstandings and he concluded the meetings with prayer and thanksgiving.” 

In order to continue gathering new members in and sustain them, Wesley 
established areas in which the preachers did field preaching and made rounds to visit 
them as circuit riders for follow up. The preachers were primarily society leaders who 
were not ordained clergy, which caused angst towards them and Wesley from the 
ordained. Even the bishop of London told John Wesley that his societies were illegal and 
against the Act of Toleration.®’ Some gathered mobs to riot and attack the preacher as the 
preachers were accused of disturbing the peace. In one incident, Charles Wesley was 
pelted with stones and a society house was nearly destroyed but he still risked his life and 
preached to the rioters, even reading them the Riot Act. 

In yet another incident, John Wesley was dragged through the countryside at night 
by a mob until they encountered a rival gang that wanted custody of him. Several blows 
missed John but two blows that made contact did not cause him pain. He believed it was 
due to a guardian angel. In addition, the experience made him realize what the early 


Christian martyrs faced. They could face the flames with no pain because they were 
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protected. John Wesley wrote to the king as an Anglican priest, assuring him that his 
movement was still a part of the Church of England. John Wesley maintained his loyalty 
to the crown and the Church of England. He wrote his bishop to request a broader area to 
gather new disciples as he was charged with a mission to spread holy living throughout 
the lands® and reinforce his famous statement that, “I look upon all the world as my 
parish....”°7 

In time, John Wesley was being invited to go to America again for gathering 
disciples, nurturing them into new membership and sustaining them. Wesley knew the 
field was ripe for gathering new members into the Kingdom of God—making new 
disciples. John Wesley began the process for acquiring new members for the Methodist 
movement in America by using laypersons. He asked for volunteers to go to America and 
some responded. Organized Methodism in America began as a lay movement. Robert 
Strawbridge an immigrant farmer and Methodist preacher from Ireland wasted no time in 
acquiring new members.” 

They formed a society in their home similar to the formation of the early Christian 
church. As his wife Elizabeth formed societies and classes, Robert Strawbridge itinerated 
to various areas establishing classes and making new converts—Black and white—some 
who went on to become preachers.” Another immigrant from Ireland, Barbara Heck 
settled in New York along with her spouse Paul and cousin Philip Embury became the 


66 Norwood, The Story of American Methodism, 67. 


67 The Book of Discipline, 12. 


°° Ronald L. Johnstone, Religion in Society: A Sociology of Religion, 8th ed. (Upper Saddle River, 
NJ: Pearson/Prentice Hall, 2007), 61. 


*” Johnstone, Religion in Society, 61. 


81 


leader of a class that included a hired hand and a slave by the name of Betty.’° John 
Wesley dispatched two lay preachers to America to support the Methodist work in the 
colonies. Two years later, he sent two more to support the growth of the American 
Methodist societies. And they were off... 

This historical topic on John Wesley of the Methodist denomination was essential 
to the Doctor of Ministry project of Assimilation of new members into the church. John 
Wesley, having the goal to bring the Gospel to all, led persons to salvation and supported 
them spiritually. He provided an organized ‘methodical’ pattern of how he gathered 
persons from a variety of social and ethnic groups, personalities as new members, and 
organized them into groups; it was all-voluntary. He even had a way of evaluating and 
supporting the efforts after one had joined. His focus was individualistic in regards to 
ethical morality, self discipline, and self control to communal support from those in the 
societies and bands. Wesley realized that Christianity exists as a result of community. 

It was interesting that he had to get home straightened out first in order to be able 
to support others. Beginning with his brother’s study group, he quickly became the 
guiding force in leadership as he led them spiritually and scripturally. As the leader of a 
sect tumed denomination, John Wesley was concerned about the internal characteristics 
of his organization. He had ten guidelines of a sect in place for success: 

1. He saw fellowship as an embodiment of true believers. 

2. He supported group participation. 


3. He maintained democracy within the group without bureaucracy that existed 
mm the Church of England. 


4. The groups were small. 
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Sects utilize laypeople as leaders. 
Sects emphasize purity of doctrine. 


A sect emphasizes traditional ethical principles and strives to influence its 
members along a broad spectrum of behavior. 


Sects tend to concentrate on other worldly issues such as salvation. 


A sect gains new members primarily through conversion. 


10. A sect draws primarily from the lower social classes of society.” 


His pattern was similar to Jesus and how he had a group of twelve core followers 


as he was the self appointed leader. Each group member was voluntary and had a role to 


fulfill. He patterned the methodology of Jesus when dispatching disciples; in pairs. (Mk 


6:7, Mt 18:20 and Lk 10:1)’* John Wesley sent disciples to America in pairs. 


Overall, John Wesley is credited with discipleship of members from the forty he 


gained from his Holy Club for five years on the Oxford campus,” to the current 


membership of over 12 million members.” His pattern of success continues, based on 


voluntary membership, groups, and living out salvation. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATION 


God is Love 


“God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God and God 
abides in him” (1 Jn 4:16). 


In the context of new member assimilation and retention in the church,’ members 
will become entrenched in the church when they feel the love that God has to offer 
through established members of the body of the church of Jesus Christ. They must 
remember that the church belongs to God and all that applies to God applies to the church 
and those that abide in it. Furthermore, in order to evangelize the message of the Gospel, 
the church and the new member must form a relationship in the new community and 
remain connected to the church family. 

In order to discuss the characteristics of God, one must believe that God exists. 
According to Thomas Aquinas, the thirteenth century theologian, said that it is an article 
of faith that God exists.....he is implanted in us by nature.” 


For the new person who seeks to learn about the Triune God,’ the established 


member must be available and avail themselves of the knowledge of the church of Jesus 
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Christ and the family of believers. The discussion of God should take the path towards 
agape’ love in community.” 


Yes, there is the Christian Bible that says, “In the beginning when God created the 


335 


heavens and the earth.” Christian theology consists of faith and belief.° Reformed 


epistemology holds that belief in God does not require the support of evidence or 
argument in order for it to be rational.’ 

Paul Tillich, referred to as ‘the theologian’s theologian,° gives a view of God that 
believes God is found in man. It comes from his discussion on love in relation to God. 
Tillich believes that God is love. Love and God come to grips through what Tillich calls 
ultimate concern.” Tillich believed that agape love supplied the notion that we are in need 


of iove with its willingness to suffer in that we are enabled, “to love every man not 


because we like him or because his ways appeal to us but because God loves him." 


God revealed God’s love through Jesus Christ that he sent his son to the earth to 


Il ss 


show us how to love like the New Testament church in Acts,’ “so that we will have 
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mutual love for each other...”!? In John 13:34, this son, Jesus Christ, commanded that we 
love. 

It is imperative that the new member and the established church members 
understand the purpose for their existence and the purpose of the church. It is incumbent 
on the established members to express love to the new member and to be available for 
them as God-in his omnipresence’? makes Himself available to us. 

The established member is to meet the person at, ‘the level of the ashtray’ as 
Howard Thurman described in his book, The Creative Encounter,”'* He defines the 
religious experience as “the conscious and direct exposure of the individual to God.” The 
established member is to help the new member become exposed to God through their 
expressed love for them and each other.’ 

Upon becoming exposed to God, the new member brings life experiences; a past, 
a history and baggage. They are coming just as they are with their opinions, values, 
attitudes, and beliefs. Thurman describes this as coming into the presence of God with the 
smell of life upon them.'® 

Thurman argues that there is an inner need for love. He suggests that the need for 
love is a critical element in the structure of personality.'’ He said, “that there is a direct 


continuity between the need to be loved, to be deeply cared for, and the heart, the very 
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pulse beat of the individuals experience of God in the religious encounter.” The person 
has a sense of being touched at their very core and no other love compares to it. 

Other experiences of love can be considered readying experiences. Thurman 
describes the essence of the meaning of the love of God, “.... in the presence of God at 
last, a man is relieved of all necessity for pretending.”'* He can stand clean in the sense 
of being undisguised and utterly without shame.”’? In other words, the established 
member is to behave in the character of God and be authentic. We who are created in the 
Imagio Dei’ are to love new members as God has loved us so much so that he sent his 
son Jesus Christ.*’ This can shed potential skepticism from the new member as they are 
shown love without shame and without judgment. This is the definition of love on an 
agapic level, the love of humans for God and for each other. It is God’s love expressed to 
us through Jesus Christ.** This God of love was evidenced in the Trinity as he sent His 
only son to die for the sins of humanity.” 

Karl Barth, German Theologian, puts emphasis on how God ts a God of Love by 
being a Divine entity to all. God does not show impartiality just as the established 
member of the church is to not show impartiality to those whom might not consider him 
as their primary God. Consequently, God’s mercy and grace are available to all 


regardless of their intent or will. 
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“The God of the Gospel is the God who mercifully dedicates and delivers himself 
to the life of all men, including their theologies. Nevertheless, he transcends not only the 
undertakings of all other men, but also the enterprise of evangelical theologians.””* 
Ultimately, God, according to Barth, is not an isolated being overly concerned with the 
way He is perceived. Furthermore, God does not concern himself with the competition, 
God can and will stand alone to be whom and what He is. “He is no “absolute” God (in 
the original sense of absolute, i.e., being detached from everything that is himself.)”” 

Barth argues that God lives and speaks. God can do his will! at his own time. God 
is a living being who is yet active and in the universe. God is not dead, God is alive. 
“God works, and since he works, he also speaks. His word goes forth. And if it be widely 
ignored de facto, it can never and in no place be ignored de jure. That man who refuses to 
listen and to obey the Word acts not as a free man but as a slave, for there is freedom 
through God’s word. 7° 

Moreover, the very presence of God shows his love and compassion beyond those 
who can only fathom his divine presence. Barth shows God as a living entity who can be 
caring and calloused at the same time. God can hear, and God can speak, but more 
importantly God is yet alive. God also governs himself, and takes no orders from any 
other. God ultimately has a name and his name is revealed to those who can recognize 
and believe in his presence and his power. Moreover, the mere existence of God should 


not be ignored as Barth emphasizes the importance of God. 
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Barth speaks on God’s relationship with Jesus. He says according to scripture, 
Jesus specially talks about himself and his intentions for being on earth. He makes no 
misleading claims for his relationship with God, his Father. “Jesus speaks of himself 
primarily and predominantly as the Way: not as the beginning or the end of the way; but 
as the way itself.”?’ 

Luther suggests that God is a personal presence. He states that, “Human reason 
does not know who the real God is. That knowledge is taught only by the Holy Spirit.””° 
This parallels with his theology of God. It seems that in Luther’s world God is known 
and revealed in different levels. To know God on this deeper level and more than pure 
reason one can also know God’s will or intent for human beings. Luther said, “This 
knowledge is given to us only through the incarnation of the Son, when God pours out his 
mercy and thus opens his heart to us; only scriptures imparts to us that knowledge. The 
trinity is the inside of God.””” This is the deeper revelation of God. One can know God’s 
heart through his son Jesus Christ. His compassion and works on earth display to 
Christians how God truly feels. A legalistic and rational can attest to the fact of Gods 


goodness, but it takes a deeper revelation of God to know that God is merciful and 


accepts sinners. Thusly, there are two approaches to the belief of God. God can be known 


*” Anderson, Theological Foundations Jor Ministry, 140. 
8 Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1996), 16. 


* Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, 18. 


89 


internally and acknowledged as the supreme infinite being through anyone and even 
legalistic eyes.*° 

On the contrary, it is Luther’s furtherance of this also to say that the evangelical 
view of God comes primarily from the truth found in the Gospels. These gospels truly 
express the heart and intent of God in his relation of his son through Jesus Christ. In 
addition, what the temple of Jerusalem was for Old Testament believers, Christ is now 
through his Holy Spirit housed in us. Our comprehension of God is no longer restricted to 
geographical ties. “The Holy Spirit comes to us through the external, physical, sensible 
means of the human voice and of the sacraments.””! 

Augustine, the 3" century theologian,” introduced love as a Trinitarian concept. 
In his estimation, love provides a way of conceiving of the Trinity, in that the human 
mind knows love in itself and as a consequence knows God, for God is love. He said that 
genuine love that characterizes God is directed to the other, thereby yielding the triad of 


Lover (God), Beloved (his Son Jesus Christ), and Love (the Holy Spirit that resides in all 


Christians).*° 
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God is a God of Relationship 

God is a God of relationship as revealed in the Trinitarian relationship of God the 
Father, God the Son (Jesus Christ), and the Holy Spirit.** Tertullian, a first century 
theologian, came up with a concrete way of describing the Trinity. He described it as an 
analogy to rays of the sun: ‘““When a ray is shot forth from the sun it is part of the whole; 
but the sun will be in the ray because it is a ray of the sun, not separated from the 
substance but extended therefrom, as light is enkindled from light. The parent material 
remains whole and unimpaired even though you derive from it numerous shoots 
possessed of its qualities. So also, that which proceeds from God is God and Son of God, 
and both are one. Likewise, as He is Spirit from Spirit, and God from God, He is made a 
second by count and in numerical sequence, but not in actual condition; for He comes 
forth from the source but does not separate from therefrom. Therefore, the Ray of God, as 
was ever foretold in the past, descended into a certain Virgin and was formed flesh in her 
womb, and was born God and man combined. The flesh, formed by the Spirit, is 
nourished, grows into manhood, speaks, teaches, acts, and is the Christ.’ 

The church is the light of the world.** This can be described as the new member is 
drawn to the church as the church is shining the light of God. Its rays are the established 


members as representative of Jesus Christ that extend and shine light upon the new 
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member as they are assimilated into one light of unity. The church member is to let their 
light shine.*’ 

Paul Tillich argues that God is Spirit, which means that life, as spirit is the 
inclusive symbol for the divine life.** God as Spirit is the ultimate unity of both power 
and Tillich states that God is Spirit, which “means that life as spirit is the inclusive 
symbol for the divine life.’”* God as Spirit is the ultimate unity of both power and 
meaning and with God as Spirit, Tillich summates that God is not dead, but alive because 
He is Spirit. 

Any discussion of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity must begin with the 

Christological assertion that Jesus is the Christ. The Christian doctrine of the 

Trinity is a corroboration of the Christological dogma. The situation is different if 

we do not ask the question of the Christian doctrines but rather the question of the 

presuppositions of these doctrines in an idea of God. Then we must speak about 
the Trinitarian principles, and we must begin with the Spirit rather than with the 


Logos. God is Spirit, and any Trinitarian statement must be derived from this 
basic assertion.” 


Karl Bart holds that God has a reputation of communicating with his people, and 
God expects his people to hear and obey his word. There are dire consequences given to 
those who do not adhere to his word. If God speaks and is alive, then the question arises 
to who is God and what is the name of God? Barth makes illustrations on the identity of 
God by pointing out how God spoke to Moses and the children of Israel. God does listen: 
he heard the cry of his children while they were under the bondage of Pharaoh. God 
reveals his name, Barth, elaborates further, “This name of God is Yahweh, “I am who I 


will be,” or “I will be who I am” or “I will be who I will be.’ And the name of the people 


7 Mt 5:16, 


** Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 250. 
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is Israel, which means—not a contender for God, but a “contender against God.”*’ This is 
an assurance that God hears our cries and responds as we relate to him. 

The Cappadocian theologian, Basil the Great, described the Trinity as a three-link 
chain. He argued that the Trinity is inseparable. He claimed that it is no more possible to 
separate them than it ts to grasp one end of the chain without drawing the other end of the 
chain along with it.”° This is as the new member who comes to the church and connects 
through relationship should be so strongly linked that what happens in their lives will 
have an impact on the other members. If one falls, the other is the link that holds them up 
and sustains them. The connection should be so strong that this chain cannot be separated 
from the body of Christ. 

The church is called to relationship.*' We are to be in relation with the members 
of the church to share the love of Christ and to be present for and with them. We are to 
ensure that the new member is to become established and just as the relationship of the 
trinity, we too are to'be together as being unified as one in the body of Christ. 

We are to be our brothers and sisters keeper and see to one another’s needs. We 
are to be present and accountable to and for each other. If a new member is not present, it 
should be noticed. We are to be joyful when a new member comes into the church and 
greet them with a spirit of hospitality that forms the beginning of a new relationship. 

We must recall the words in Psalms 133 as said by King David, “How wonderful, 
how beautiful, when brothers and sisters get along! It’s like costly anointing oil flowing 


Anderson, Theological Foundations for Ministry, 33. 


*” Mark Ellingsen, Reclaiming Our Roots the Late First Century to the Eve of the Reformation: An 
Inclusive Introduction to Church History; The Late First Century to the Eve of the Reformation (Eugene, 
OR: Wipf & Stock Pub, 2012), 110. 


41 Acts 2:42. 


03 


down head and beard, Flowing down Aaron’s beard, flowing down the collar of his 
priestly robes. It’s like the dew on Mount Hermon flowing down the slopes of Zion. 


Yes, that’s where God commands the blessing, ordains eternal life.”” 


God, A God of Community 

The church is called to be in community. It is a community of believers in the 
body of Christ.”? H. Richard Niebuhr, theologian, defines the ultimate goal of the church 
is to increase among men of love of God and neighbor.** This means to formulate a 
community of believers. If the church is a missional church, it will employ the concept of 
community by assisting the member in assimilating into the body of believers. They are 
to know that the neighbor is more than the Good Samaritan parable in Luke 10:29-37. 

As the new member joins the church, it is the church’s responsibility to ensure 
that they are connecting with the community. The community is to be supportive of the 
new member as they continue to assimilate and acculturate themselves by fellowship and 
support into their new community. As the new member is welcomed, they are steered to 
ministries and others in the body. Within this community there is fellowship as described 


in the New Testament church in which they ate, fellowshipped and prayed.” 


“ Ps, 133:1-3 (The Message). 
71 Cor, 12227. 


“*H. Richard Niebuhr, The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry: Reflections On the Aims of 
Theological Education, vol. 211 (New York, NY: Harper & Row, 1977), 31. 


* Acts 2:41-42, 
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We are to make the new member feel welcomed and feel that they are important 
to the body of Christ as Jesus welcomed and talked with strangers.” Let us note that the 
potential new members are the strangers that we are commanded to welcome. For 
example, the new member could be an immigrant, one with skin color of a different hue, 
elderly or have a disability. 

Thurman suggests, “Love is responsible for the establishing of a pattern of 
response to other human beings that makes possible all forms of community and of 
relatedness between human beings in society.”*’ He asserts that as we experience the love 
of God in the religious experience the sharing and transferring of that love with others in 
community is corporate worship at its best. Thurman paints an awesome picture of 
corporate worship when he says, “Think of it! A religious fellowship in which the central 
interest would be the worship of God in whose presence men and women of whatever 
pattern of living and orientation might be merged into increasing moments of 
inclusiveness.”** He goes on to say, “It is my belief that in the presence of God there is 
neither male nor female, white nor Black, Gentile, nor Jew, Protestant nor Catholic, 
Hindu, Buddhist, nor Moslem, but a human spirit stripped to the literal substance of itself 
before God.” 

As the body of believers fellowship in community through worship,” it should be 


elevated to a higher level when we come to the realization of being in the fullness of the 


* Jn 4:7-30. 

Thurman, The Creative Encounter, 75. 
** Thurman, The Creative Encounter,115. 
Thurman, The Creative Encounter, 115. 


*° McKim, Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms, 307. 
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love of God, understanding that God loves us even in our brokenness with all of our 
faults. We can come before God’s presence with praise and worship knowing that God 
loves us with an everlasting love. This love is so powerful and unlike any love ever 
experienced. Our inner need for love is met, so we worship God for who God is. In the 
religious experience, we feel this love through our worship; we can express that love to 
others. 

The Kingdom of God is the ultimate, divine community for which the church was 
created. Dr. Martin Luther King’s conception of the beloved community was 
synonymous with the understanding of the Kingdom of God. King described the 
Kingdom of God as “a society in which men and women live as children of God should 
live...a kingdom controlled by the law of love.””' 

King had three major theological presuppositions of the Beloved Community, the 
liberal version of the doctrine of creation, the prophetic vision of justice, peace and 
freedom and Christian love. A major theological presuppositions of the beloved 
community as defined by King was the doctrine of creation. King understood the doctrine 
of creation to mean that all persons are created in the image of God and are inseparably 
bound.’ For King, the image of God in which all are created, transcends race. Since we 
are all created of God then we are all a part of the same race, the human race and then we 
are therefore brothers and sisters. King states that all person are “made from the same 
basic stuff...molded in the same divine image.” For King, the heart of the Christian 


gospel was the universalism of the passage, “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is 





>' Roger Lloyd, The Beloved Community, 2nd ed. (New York, NY: Macmillan, 1937), 129. 
Lloyd, The Beloved Community, 130. 


* Lloyd, The Beloved Community, 129. 
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neither bond nor Free, and there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in 
Christ.”* 

The prophetic vision of justice, peace, freedom, harmony, and equality was 
another theological presupposition of King’s conception of the Beloved Community. For 
King, God is righteous and just and calls his children to be righteous and just. Kings 
perception of justice and righteousness in the world was expressed in the need for 
equality in voting rights, housing, employment, and education.” 

Lastly, the third major theoiogical presupposition of King’s conception of the 
Beloved Community is Christian love, or agape love. King describes this as “redeeming 
good will for all men.”°° Neighborhoods and communities where there are genuine 
friendships and close personal relationships, King would say they exist because of agape 
love. “Love 1s a community-creating force; it is the only force that can bring community 
into existence because its inherent unselfishness leads to cooperation instead of 
completion and conflict.”’’ King wrote, “The cross is the eternal expression of the length 
to which God will go in order to restore broken community. The resurrection is a symbol 
of God’s triumph over all the forces that seek to block community. The Holy Spirit is the 
continuing community creating reality that moves through history,””* 

Modern day theologian, Harvey Cox, of Harvard Divinity School argues that 


King’s vision of the beloved community is best expressed in the Hebrew word shalom. 


4 Gal 3:28. 

o Lloyd, The Beloved Community, 130. 
°° Lloyd, The Beloved Community, 130. 
>’ Lloyd, The Beloved Community, 130. 
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Although translated as peace, its broader understanding is not only peace, but 
reconciliation, freedom and hope. The connection between shalom and the beloved 
community suggest that biblical principles were the primary driving force behind Kings 
thoughts as opposed to social and political philosophy. However, King showed how 
religion and social issues are inextricably bound together.’” King did not attempt to give 
structure to his vision of the beloved community; however, the implication was that it 
would emerge out of the practice of nonviolence, when people had true self-control, total 
cooperation and complete trust in God.” 

In discussing, the ideals that will bring about the beloved community and ensure 
its survival, King suggests that one must be willing to suffer for the sake of his brother or 
sister, express agape love fully, and live with concern for justice, and devotion in 
harmony with God.” 

The church’s central goal is to help the new member to make a spiritual 
connection with God that works in a positive transformation in their lives and their 
relationships with other people. The member is not to be left with a vacant spirit. The 
church is to involve new members in spiritual growth experiences that connect them with 
God. The church is to help with healing of physical and emotional hurts and build a 
healthy, moral value and belief system. The church is to urge, promote and exercise faith 
in God’s guiding providence through the love of Jesus Christ. They are to encourage the 
new member to unselfishly care about their neighbors as Jesus Christ has commanded. If 


churches do not accomplish these spiritual-growth tasks, the new member is left 


” Lloyd, The Beloved Community, 131. 
°°’ Lloyd, The Beloved Community, 69. 
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spiritually vacant, leading to apathy and lack of interest in pursuing the things of God to 
expand His Kingdom and attrition in the church will continue. The established member 
should be consistent in the pursuit of acquiring new members and assimilating them into 
the church community. If not, they fail to be the church that God has called them to be.” 
As the church, we should not, “...allow ourselves to get fatigued doing good.” At 
the right time we will harvest a good crop if we do not give up, or quit. Right now, 
therefore, every time we get the chance, let us work for the benefit of all, starting with the 
people closest to us in the community of faith.®? This is manifested through the 
expression of God’s love and through the formation of relationships that connect to the 


broader community—The Kingdom of God. 


°* Herb Miller, “Church Effectiveness Nuggets,” The Parish Paper, 2009, accessed September 2, 
2014, http://www.theparishpaper.com. 


*? Gal 6:6-9 (The Message). 


CHAPTER FIVE 


THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 


In consideration of new member assimilation, as mentioned in the problem 
statement, many churches find they are thriving and growing. Successful churches add 
members weekly, but the challenge is discipleship, or, ensuring that they are transitioned 
into areas of ministry that pertain to their spiritual gifts. The idea is to strengthen the 
church, beyond growing it. The strengthening and meat of the church can only be 
achieved if all new members are assimilated properly. Although new members may 
complete the assimilation process, engagement tends to be low, and it becomes a 
detriment to the various ministries of the church, causing burnout for current servant- 
workers for each respective ministry. Furthermore, without new engagements, ministries 
begin to be inculcated with old ideas, versus the generation of new ideas, and fresh 
concepts that can only come from people who are new to the church, and who have a 
more objective view of ways church ministries can improve. Churches have to think 
beyond the aisle, and take into consideration methods, or processes of which new 
members will make a one to two day commitment to the church within the workweek. 
These efforts foster camaraderie, relationship building, passion, and excitement within 
the church, among each ministry. 

How could this happen? The elucidation is simple. We must show the love of 


Christ to all new members, in every area of the church. This happens in phases through 
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each step of the new member assimilation process. In referencing the Ruth 1:6-19 
passage, the theme, or modicum that emerges is togetherness, loyalty, acceptance, and 
welcome. 

Ruth and Naomi remained together in their walk. They were both loyal to one 
another, forming the basis of their relationship and friendship. Naomi accepted Ruth for 
who she was. Last, Naomi was welcoming, creating the desire for Ruth to want to stay, 
and have a part in her new life. Likewise, we as a body of Christ are to foster 
togetherness, loyalty, acceptance, and welcome, which can also be redefined as 
hospitality. Hospitality is integral, as true warmth creates comfort, and pride in one’s new 
church. Ruth grows in her walk, becomes important to her new society, and leaves a 
lasting legacy. Frankly, these are the expectations for one who is new to the body. 

Numbers 15:14-16 reminds us that we are one in the same, and are seen equal 
before the eyes of God. This view of uniformity cultivates union and unity, as church 
members should bond not only to share in the joys of the church, but also remain 
steadfast as difficulties arise. Acts 2:41-47 gives us a revolutionary view of community, 
equality, social justice, and unconditional love. Virgil Gerber puts forth that during the 
day of Pentecost seven things happened. Conversion, identification, incorporation, 
instruction, involvement, propagation, and reproduction all occurred, providing very 


effective new member assimilation. 


Welcome to the Family 
Aside from the New Testament view, what ways have the modern church model 


evolved ideas of new member assimilation? In Dr. Charles Arn’s presentation entitled 
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“Welcome to the Family,” he expresses that there are five assumptions about 
assimilation. They are: 

1. Assimilation of newcomers does not happen automatically. 

2. The responsibility for assimilating newcomers rests with the church, not the 

newcomer. 

3. The process of assimilating the newcomer begins before membership. 

4. Assimilation 1s an ongoing process. 

5. Most churches can improve their effectiveness in assimilating newcomers.” 

Arn also suggests that all churches have a backdoor. How do these assumptions 
and the backdoor relate? Traditionally, the backdoor is defined as the ways in which 
people tend to leave the church. He notes that 2-3% or members transfer out, 1-2% die, 
and 2-6% leaves due to inactivity.? The backdoor and five assumptions correlate, as we 
must realize the longer the backdoor stays open, and the more we focus on it, we will 
ignore what comes through the front door. Thus, churches must realize that assimilating 
newcomers or new members does not happen right away. We must understand that it is a 
process, and not an immediate, one-time happening, or occurrence. As all things, 
assimilation takes time. And if we rush to assimilate members, we can easily overwhelm 
and rush them through the backdoor. 

He also posits that it is the church’s total responsibility to assimilate all new 
members. This is essential to church growth. Current member responsibility is a top- 


down model, meaning, that from all levels of ministry, from the pastor, to the parishioner, 


‘Charles Arn, “Welcome To The Family,” One Day Seminar, accessed October 23, 2014, 
www.churchgrowth.net/seminars/WTF-N1 ppt. 
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to the greeter, to the custodian reflect the entire church. They represent the attitude and 
mission of the church. And one sour encounter can dampen the assimilation process, 
especially for those who may have been hurt by the church in the past. 

Also, Dr. Arn contends that assimilation begins before membership. This is 
revolutionary in that a church must be pre-prepared to accept new members. Plainly, all 
areas of ministry must be intact as possible and full functioning. No church specializes in 
perfection. However, being a church that is in order is a church that is apt in new member 
readiness, able to properly receive new members. Like this, we must understand that 
assimilation is an ongoing, continual process. It is does not happen with the swipe of a 
magic wand. It is continual, and almost infinite because the backdoor is always open, 
hence, we must keep the front door open to relieve the cycle of loss. 

Last, churches have the capacity to improve just how well we assimilate 
newcomers. It is the responsibility of the church to take a self-inventory of their 
effectiveness in their approach to new member assimilation. What could be a boost for 
churches is that if new members, who have gone through the assimilation process, can 
freely, openly, and candidly share their experiences and opinions about the process. In 
addition, divulge what can be improved, what worked and did not work, and comfortably 
report any negative experiences that may have arisen. This process should allow 


anonymity, fostering more openness. 


Evaluating Your Church Strategy 
Every church has a strategy in which they enact to assimilate all new members. 


The best, and more effectives strategies are those that retain the most new members. It 


103 


becomes a battle of retention versus attrition. The expectation is for attrition to be as least 
as possible, while retention grows and thrives. In 6 Ways to Evaluate Your Church's 
Strategy to Assimilate New Believers,”* Chuck Lawless writes: 


Maybe you have seen it happen. A new believer joins a local church, and 
he is thrilled by his changed life. He shows up at every church event. He 
consumes knowledge of the Bible. But then something happens. The excited new 
believer slowly wanders away, and few people in the church notice. Too often, 
this story resounds in churches that have a poor assimilation strategy. They might 
reach people for Christ, but they have no intentional plan to keep the people they 
reach. Their back door remains as open as their front door. 

What about a church makes the departure of new members unnoticeable? 
The answer ts a poor assimilation strategy, or, a below average retention program. 
New member excitement quickly morphs into church apathy if not assimilated 
quickly enough. Consequently, Lawless recommends six steps to evaluate the 
local church’s assimilation policy. They are: 


1. Review the church’s primary approach to evangelism. 


2. Compare the church’s addition numbers with corresponding attendance 
numbers. 


3. Review attendance and participation records of specific new believers. 
4. Evaluate the church’s current strategy for keeping new believers. 
5. Talk with new believers who no longer attend the church. 


6. Interview new believers who have remained in the church. 

Lawless argues that the church’s approach to evangelism is measured by how well 
the Gospel is shared and presented to new believers. The Gospel is shared in an open and 
all-inclusive way, but the call to commitment and being held to a standard of 


commitment to Christ is often missed. When this happens, the new member is more 


* Thom Rainer, “6 Ways to Evaluate Your Church’s Strategy to Assimilate New Believers,” 
accessed October 20, 2014, http://thomrainer.com/2014/01/14/6-ways-to-evaluate-your-churchs-strategy- 
to-assimilate-new-believers/. 
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likely to revert to the old habits of not being part of a church body, and falls off. The 
Gospel is indeed the Good News, but for us, the Good News must be just that, news. In 
other words, it must never get old, and remain fresh, relevant, and applicable to daily life, 
which, if engrained in the lifeblood of the church, will create an environment of 
commitment. If all members are committed, new members will more than likely follow 
this model, and become committed, ignoring the backdoor. 

Also, the numbers must correspond. Lawless writes, “If, for example, a church 
reports twenty-five new believers in the last two years with a corresponding attendance 
increase of only ten, further review is warranted. The causes for the discrepancy may be 
many (e.g., job transfers for current members, deaths in the church, tears sent to church 
planting, conflict in the church), but one cause is often poor assimilation of new 
believers.”” How can we be sure the numbers remain balanced? We can attain this by 
evaluating how we utilize metrics. By paying attention to trends, it is rather easy to 
follow and prescribe the cause:of statistical imbalance. It seems that churches are often 
afraid to pay attention to the numbers. The truth is always in the numbers; but if read, and 
applied properly, the church can experience heightened rates of retention. 

Likewise, by reviewing the attendance and participation rates of new believers, 
one can have a true measure of the effectiveness of a new member assimilation program. 
It is a win if at least 90% of new members stay, and find a place in various ministries and 
small groups. But if these numbers begin to taper off, we must take the lead in following 
up, and reaching out to new members. Sometimes a phone call, email, or a 
communication is the easiest way to curve any rate of lack of participation or attendance. 
Perhaps, there may not be a ministry of interest for the new believer. If that is the case, 


° Rainer, “6 Ways to Evaluate Your Church’s Strategy.” 
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the church must look at a new way of doing ministry by conceivably creative ways to 
attract those who are the newest members. 

As Lawless’ fourth step portends, this is a basic way to evaluate the way in which 
a church manages to keep the new members who join. Lawless recommends stated 
expectations, ministry involvement, healthy relationships, and convictional teaching and 
preaching are foundational ways to keep the new members. 

Last, the fifth and sixth steps merely involve communication. We must speak with 
members who do not attend the church anymore. It is imperative for a church to find out 
why, discovering new ways to ensure that new members stay. It would often be helpful to 
invite that interviewee back to church. And for those who newly joined the church, the 
message is in the interpretation of their reasoning to which they stayed. Lawless conveys, 
““Tt’s just friendly church” may mean, “They connected with me relationally.” “I feel 
important here,” may mean, “The church has given me some purpose.” “I get answers 


here” may well reflect the church’s commitment to teaching truth.”® 


The Challenge 
In 2008, the North Georgia Conference of the United Methodist Church published 
a study entitled, “The Challenge of New Member Retention and Assimilation.”’ Their 
goal was “To identify factors that positively impact the retention and assimilation of new 
members in order to come up with a series of recommendations that could be utilized by 


our churches to create an environment that lives up to its creed of “open hearts, open 





* Rainer, “6 Ways to Evaluate Your Church’s Strategy.” 


’ The Challenge of New Member Retention and Assimilation, accessed October 20, 2014, 
http://www.ngumce.org/files/fileslibrary/boardoflaity/ summary_and. detail_report.pdf. 
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minds, open doors.”* As such, their process was to focus on key questions. They are, 


“What brought you to the church for your first visit?” And, “What brought you back to 


the church for your second visit??”"” 


These are integral questions as they provide very direct responses that point to the 
overall strengths and weaknesses of the church, as well as ways to improve weak points. 
If a church does not grow, it will die. The responses to these questions are often 
representing a path, or prescription on how to retain and keep members, versus losing 


them. In the study, they found the following responses to their questions: 


What brought you to your church the first time? 


mA ij found it by 
myself 


mS ij havea chiid 
who is engaged ina 
church sponsored 


iyit 
* CT wes invited by a 
friend 





eD Other 


* Rainer, “6 Ways to Evaluate Your Church’s Strategy.” 
” Rainer, “6 Ways to Evaluate Your Church’s Strategy.” 
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What brought you back to the church for your 
second visit? 


50h 





© A The warn inviting nature of the congregation 

m8 The sermon was Bible based and fed my spiritual needs 

“Cc The church had programs that met my needs 

mO The church had music that inspired me 

WE Other 

From the results of these pie graphs, it can be properly assumed that one largely 

visits a church due to the invitation from a friend. And they come back to the warm 
nature of a congregation. With the proper merging of the two phenomena, is the best way 


to.get new members. Once new members join; retention and assimilations means 


continuing the process of inviting, as well maintaining the warm and inviting persona of 


the church congregation. 


Leaders Session 
It is imperative that that the leadership of the church meet to discuss new 
members and assimilation. Hf the church is to grow, and keep new members, a plan has to 
be in place to make the assimilation process work. Gail Stringer of the Word Church, 


Cleveland, Ohio, facilitated a presentation aptly named, “Welcome to Assimilation/New 
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*!! Very to the point, as the assimilation method must be straightforward. Their 


Members. 
mission is succinct, “The mission of The Word Church Department of Assimilation is to 
help the new believer establish a foundation in the Word of God. We strive to help every 
member have a better understanding by teaching God’s Word and imparting principles 
that enhance knowledge useful for life application.” 

For them, the process begins with filled out new member forms being 
immediately submitted to the main office, new membership class is offered upon joining, 
new member selects ministry of interest by filling out ministry interest form, new and old 
members are given a “clear understanding” of the church’s core beliefs, and upon 
graduation of the new membership class new member should be actively involved in a 


ministry of the church. The idea is for the assimilation department to be structure as the 


following: 


'l “The Word Church,” accessed October 24, 2014, http:/Avww.wordcity.org/wp-content/ uploads 
/2011 /09/GOTS-2011-Assimilation-Session-POWERPOINT. pdf. 


2 <The Word Church.” 
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Assimilation Department Structure 





INCLUSION 
~NEW MEMBER CARE 
” MINISTRY INTAKE 
TEAMS 
Y SMALL GROUPS 
Y BAPTISM TEAM 
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VY ADMINISTRATION/DATA ENTRY 
v OPERATIONS 


In order for the new member assimilation process to remain effective and work, 


there must be a balanced departmental structure in place that includes all ministries 


functioning and working together. There must be inclusion, departmental support, and 


preparation on all sides. However, it takes more pre-preparation than preparation. 


Successful new member assimilation requires teamwork and open communication 


between ministries, teams, servant workers, hospitality (an essential necessity), and 


clergy. 


The Four Principles 


In Four Principles to Membership Retention: Closing The Back Door With A 


Four-Legged Stool,’’ Thom Rainer maintains that there are four principles that apply to 


membership retention. They are expectation, ministry involvement, relationships, and 


o “Building Church Leaders, 4 Principles to Membership Retention,” accessed October 25, 2014, 
http://www. buildingchurchleaders.com/articles/2005/012705 html?start=L. 
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small-group involvement. All of which are crucial in the process of new member 
assimilation. Each of these individual elements is what keeps new members in the 
church. 

Expectation suggests that all new members are expected, or gently required to 
participate in areas of church life and ministry, and are expected to give in order to fund 
the ministries and work of the church. Just like any club, organization, or non-church 
group, membership requires the same. As churches, our allegiances to secular groups 
must mirror that of the church to be successful. We are not called to be enforcers to 
enforce these expectations. But, making it very clear upon joining the expectations that 
informs the new member of what their role of the church should be. To couple this, the 
new member must be shown how tmportant they are to the church and the Body of 
Christ, which makes the expectation seem less than a requirement, but a joy. 

Rainer says of ministry involvement: 

Ifa church member does not become meaningfully involved in some type of 

ministry in the church, his or her dropout chances increase dramatically. The 

church leadership cannot delay in moving new members to places of ministry. If 
more than six months lapses between the points of new membership to ministry 


involvement, the person will likely be already moving toward inactivity in the life 
of the church." 


It cannot be understated as to how much ministry involvement matters. As a 
church, our role is to spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ with the world. We are the 
church’s chief marketers. Our product is salvation, which is free. This is our duty to share 
with the world. Completing this mark means doing good works in the church and the 
local community. If there are more active participants, ministries can grow, and take on 


bigger projects, making for larger church victories and souls for Christ. 





* “Building Church Leaders.” 
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Relationship and small-groups are one in the same. Relationship begins with the 
pairing of an old member with a new one, and eventually introducing them to small 
groups. In effect, the transition to socialize new members in the church is seamless. By 
nurturing close, intimate relationships, assimilation is easier, making for a more quality 


process. And if successful, the new member will remain. 


Conclusion 

New member assimilation is the role and responsibility for every member of the 
church body. All should do whatever is possible to bring new members to the fold, who 
desire to stay and be part of the ministries and life of the church. Acts 2:43-47 sums it 
perfectly:'° 

Everyone around was in awe—all those wonders and signs done through the 

apostles! And all the believers lived in a wonderful harmony, holding everything 

in common. They sold whatever they owned and pooled their resources so that 

each person’s need was met. They followed a daily discipline of worship in the 

Temple followed by meals at home, every meal a celebration, exuberant and 

joytul, as they praised God. People in general liked what they saw. Every day 

their number grew as God added those who were saved. 

Church should leave us in awe, propel us to live in harmony, sharing all, 


disciplined in love and service, celebrating and remaining joyful. And if we remain 


faithful, numbers will be added to our churches. 


| '° “Bible Gateway,” Acts 2:43-47, accessed October 25, 2014, hitps://www.biblegateway.com 
/passage /? search=acts+2%3A43-47&version=MSG. 


PROJECT ANALYSIS 


PROBLEM STATEMENT 


Introduction 

St. James United Methodist Church is a thriving congregation with minimal 
member participation in the life a d ministries of the church. The church is full on Sunday 
and we are consistently bringing in new members, but we have difficulty getting new 
members to assimilate and participate in meaningful ministries to the church and 
community. The hypothesis for this project was if new members become rooted and 
grounded tn the heart and soul of the church based on a biblical model of assimilation, 
greater member participation would occur in the ongoing ministries of the church. The 
purpose of the project was to enhance an assisting new member assimilation model of 


ministry to encourage greater participation in the ongoing ministries of the church. 


Methodology 


Data Collection 
To establish and confirm the validity of my research, the data for this project was 


triangulated. Data was collected via 1) Surveys of a sample group of new members; 


2) Interviews with the leadership team of the membership ministry; and 3) 


Recommendations and feedback from members of the membership ministry. 


iz 
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June 2014, Membership Statistical Data revealed that in 2013, 234 new members 
joined St. James UMC. However, of the 234 that joined, only sixty-three members, 27% 
completed the new member assimilation process. Of the sixty-three that completed the 
new member assimilation process, 89% or fifty-six members were actively engaged in 
the life and ministries of the church.’ A thorough review of the new member assimilation 
process was conducted. The new member assimilation process consists of a three-hour 
new member orientation class, an eight-week small group discipleship course entitled 
“survival kit” and a ministry fair. 

The review of the new member assimilation process revealed that the process for 
new member assimilation actually began in the parking lot, where all are greeted, then 
greeted a second time at the front entrance of the building, then greeted a third time upon 
entering the narthex. If they were visitors, they were especially welcomed from the pulpit 
and introduced to the community in the sanctuary and welcomed by that community 
during the worship service with hugs, handshakes and smiles. Those who desired to join 
the church body were received into the Christian community after they responded to the 
invitation to discipleship. They were then taken to a room by a member of the 
membership ministry and completed a new member application and given information 
about the church. 

The new member was called a few days later, welcomed and given information on 
the continued new member assimilation process. They were assigned an ambassador to 
shadow them throughout their new member process. In the same phone call, the new 


member is given information on dates for new member orientation class, the eight week 


* Membership coordinator, St. James United Methodist Church 2014 Membership Statistics. 
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Survival Kit class, and Ministry Fair. The Ministry Fair is held so that the new member 
may choose which ministry they would like to get involved.” 

After the review of the new member assimilation process, some problem areas 
were identified. There were challenges with contacting new members and getting them 
enrolled in the new member classes, the amount of classes offered was limited and some 
were not available for three months. There was little contact and follow-up with new 
members. Statistical data on new members was not readily available or being tracked 
consistently. 

Recommendations to improve the new member assimilation process included, 
restructuring the membership ministry team to improve accountability, effectiveness and 
clarification of roles and responsibilities, to include hiring a part-time ministry 
coordinator, who would be responsible for driving the overall new member assimilation 
process, as well as tracking and providing statistical data and reporting on a more 
consistent basis. Additionally, revising and increasing the number of new member 
orientation classes offered. New Member orientation would be offered more frequently, 
on the first and third Saturday of the month, it is a three hour course that teaches the 
history of St James UMC and an introduction United Methodist history, beliefs and 
polity. Additionally, revising and increasing the number of survival kit classes offered. 
Survival kit course would begin on the 2™ and 4" Sunday of each month, it is taught 
during the Sunday school hour. It is an eight week course. Both courses will be described 


in detail in the field experience section. 


* “New Membership Training” (St. James UMC, Alpharetta, GA). 
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August, 2014, the part-time membership coordinator position was filled. The 
membership coordinator works twenty hour per week and is responsible for the overall 
coordination and administration of the new member assimilation program. The 
membership coordinator maintains accurate and updated membership reporting so that 
leadership knows its current reality and can develop a plan for growth, professions of 


faith, baptisms, membership, and discipleship. 


Data Analysis 


In October 2014, the project was implemented and recommended changes to the 
current new member assimilation process were initiated. From the six-month period of 
October 2014 through March 2015, 134 new members joined St. James UMC, of the 134 
new members that joined, 116 new members, 87% completed Super Saturday New 
Member Orientation, and ninety-seven new members, 73% completed Survival Kit class. 
Of the ninety-seven who completed the new member assimilation process, both classes, 
95% of the new members signed up and joined a ministry during the ministry fair. 

Additionally, new members who joined between January 2013 and September 
2014 were surveyed. The purpose of the survey was to gather information from the new 
members on their personal experience of assimilating into the culture and ministries of St 
James UMC. We also used the survey to gather information from new members 
regarding our Sunday and Wednesday worship services and other fellowship 
opportunities, programs and events. 

The survey was taken from a pool of congregants at the St. James United 
Methodist Church. A total of 249 members of the congregation were surveyed. Each 


congregant was instructed to answer each question anonymously and honestly. Certain 
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questions allowed for free-written response feedback. Common themes in the written 
feedback will be provided as well. Participants were only allowed to choose one answer 
per question. The results are explained below. Due to human error, the results of 
questions 1, 2, and 4 cannot be provided. 

Question | asked, “Are you male or female?” The answer choices were: male or 
female. 

Question 2 asked, “What is your age?” The answer choices were: 17 or younger, 
18-20, 21-29, 30-39, 40-49, 50-59 or 60 or older. 

Question 3 asked, “Which best describes you?” Of the 249 congregants surveyed, 
245 answered the question while four skipped the question. The answer choices were: 
Regularly/frequently returning non-member, Occasionally returning non-member, 
Regularly/frequently attending member, and Occasionally attending member. The 
majority of the population reported as being a regularly/frequently attending member. 
This category totaled 73.47% of the entire survey pool and 13.47% reported as being an 
“occasionally attending member.” The population reported as being a 
regularly/frequently-returning non-member was 10.61%. The population reported as 
being an occasionally returning non-member was 2.45%. 

Question 4 asked, “How long have you been attending or visiting St. James UMC 
Alpharetta?” Of the 249 congregants surveyed, 245 answered the question while four 
participants skipped the question. The answer choices were: 0-5 years, 6-10 years, 11-15 
years, 15-20 years, and over 20 years. 

Question 5 asked, “How would you rate the fellowship opportunities/programs 


and events offered to you and your family?” (Consider quality and quantity). Of the 249 
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congregants surveyed, 245 answered the question while four skipped the question. The 
answer choices were: Excellent, Very Good, Fairly Good, Mildly Good, and Not Good 
At All. The majority of the population chose Very Good. This category totaled 51.02% of 
the entire survey pool. Of the population, 24.49% chose Fairly Good,” 15.51% chose 
Excellent, 6.12% chose Mildly Good, and 2.86% chose Not Good At All. Common 
constructive themes from the free-written feedback were: event advertisements, event 
convenience, more/better programs for various youth groups, admission cost, event 
substance, event quality, and good selections of fellowship events. 

Question 6 asked, “How well does St. James communicate event information?” 
Of the 249 congregants surveyed, 246 answered the question while three skipped the 
question. The answer choices were: Extremely Well, Very Well, Moderately Well, 
Slightly Well and Not Well At All. The majority of the population chose Very Well. This 
category totaled 43.90% of the entire survey pool, 23.98% chose Extremely Well, 
23.98% chose Moderately Well, 6.10% chose Slightly Well, 2.03% chose Not Well At 
All. Common constructive themes from the free-written feedback were: better 
communication via Sunday bulletins, non-media outiets, better communication of smaller 
events and youth events, and more advance notice of events. 

Question 7 asked, “How would you rate your experience with integrating into the 
culture, ministries, and community at St. James?” Of the 249 congregants surveyed, 243 
answered the question while six skipped the question. The answer choices were: 
Excellent, Very Good, Fairly Good, Mildly Good, and “Not Good At All. The majority of 
the population chose Very Good. This category totaled 41.15% of the entire survey pool, 


29.63% chose Fairly Good, 15.23% chose Excellent, 11.52% chose Mildly Good, 2.47% 
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chose Not Good At All. Common constructive themes from the free-written feedback 
were: poor ministry follow-up with members, better welcoming feel, better integration 
into the community, and better communication to include everyone. 

Question 8 asked, “How would you rate your Sunday service experience? 
(Consider relevance of teaching, worship, service length, etc.)” Of the 249 congregants 
surveyed, 243 answered the question while six skipped the question. The answer choices 
were: Excellent, Very Good, Fairly Good, Mildly Good and Not Good At All. The 
majority of the population chose Very Good. This category totaled 44.44% of the entire 
survey pool, 22.63% chose Excellent, 21.81% chose Fairly Good, 9.88% chose Mildly 
Good, and 1.23% of the population chose Not Good At All. Common constructive 
themes from the free-written feedback were: length of service, music volume, relevance 
of message, better teaching of the Bible, order of service, more reading of the liturgy. 

Question 9 asked, “How would you rate your Wednesday service experience? 
(Consider relevance of teaching, worship, service length, etc.) Of the 249 congregants 
surveyed, 178 answered the question while seventy-one skipped the question. The answer 
choices were: Excellent, Very Good, Fairly Good, Mildly Good, and Not Good At All. 
‘The majority of the population chose Very Good. This category totaled 39.33% of the 
entire survey pool, 23.60% chose Fairly Good, 21.91% chose Excellent, 8.99% chose 
Mildly Good, 6.18% of the population chose Not Good At All. Common constructive 
themes from the free-written feedback were: service length concerns, more teaching, less 
worshipping and music, and substance of the message. 

Question 10 asked, ““How would you rate September’s ‘The Time is Now’ fall 


revival?” Of the 249 congregants surveyed, 232 answered the question while seventeen 
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skipped the question.” The answer choices were: Excellent, Very Good, Fairly Good, 
Mildly Good, Not Good At All and I Did Not Attend. The majority of the population 
chose I Did Not Attend. This category totaled 48.28% of the entire survey pool, 25.86% 
chose Very Good, 15.52% chose Excellent, 6.90% chose Fairly Good, 3.02% chose 
Mildly Good, 0.43% chose Not Good At All. Common constructive themes from the 
free-written feedback were: better advertisements, great guest pastors, and great revival 
overall. 

Question 11 asked, “To increase overall participation, what challenged should we 
give greater consideration to when planning programs (like revival)?” Of the 249 
congregants surveyed, 111 answered the question while 138 skipped the question. This 
question was a free response question so answer choices were not provided to those 
surveyed, Of the responses given, common themes and concerns were: distance/travel, 
time of events, value of events, notification of events, and gender and age group 
representation. 

Question 12 asks, “On average, how often are you at church on a weekly basis? 
(Do not include services attended weekly. Only consider meetings, events, 
volunteer/community service, etc.) Of the 249 congregants surveyed, 207 answered the 
question while forty-two skipped the question. The answer choices were: At Least Once, 
1-2 times, 3-4 times, 4-5 times, 5-6 times, and On average, every day. The majority of the 
population chose At Least Once. This category totaled 42.51% of the entire survey pool, 
37.20% of the population chose 1-2 times, 14.98% chose 3-4 times, 3.86% chose 4-5 


times, 1.45% chose 5-6 times, 0.00% of the population chose on average, every day. 
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In March 2015, 87 % of new members completed, Super Saturday New Member 
Orientation, and 73% of new members compieted the survival kit class and was actively 


engaged in a ministry;> the lifeblood of the church. 


Implementation 

As stated previously, after the thorough review of the new member assimilation 
process was completed, the recommendations to improve the process included 
restructuring the membership ministry to include hiring a part-time ministry coordinator, 
and revising and increasing the number of new member orientation and survival kit 
classes offered. 

In looking at the organizational structure of the membership ministry there was a 
membership secretary, whose primary role was data entry, this was a part-time, twelve 
hour per week, paid staff position. The lay servant workers making up the membership 
ministry consisted of a membership chair, which is the lay servant leader of the ministry; 
call team members, receiving team members, ambassador team members, and 
administrative team members. 

In March of 2014, the membership secretary gave a resignation letter that she 
would be leaving and moving out of state in July of 2014. The notification afforded us 
the opportunity to look at the current role of the membership secretary and assess if there 
were changes that needed to be made to the role and responsibilities of the membership 
secretary, to better meet the needs of the church. After the review of the roles and 


responsibilities of the membership secretary, the decision was made to replace the 


* Membership coordinator, St. James United Methodist Church First Quarter 2015 Membership 
Statistics. 
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member secretary position with a new position, membership coordinator. This would no 
longer be a part-time twelve hour per week, data entry person, but the membership 
coordinator would work twenty hours per week and have responsibility for the overall 
coordination and administration of the new member assimilation program, to include 
maintaining accurate and updated membership reporting so that leadership knows its 
current reality and can develop a plan for growth, professions of faith, baptisms, 
membership and discipleship. 

The newly created job description for the membership coordinator position 
included the following duties: 


e Coordinate the process of new member assimilation in conjunction with the 
membership team servant workers. 


e Process all new member applications and input all data, correspondence, 
written records, and lists required in the Membership Record System. 
(Shelby), 


« Provide accurate and timely corrections to the membership record such as 
name, address and telephone changes and updates such as baptized members 
who have become professing members through confirmation, member transfer 
to and from other churches and deaths. 


¢ Prepare weekly new member reporting for distribution to pastor(s), and 
designated ministry chairpersons. 


e Track and maintain accurate reporting on Christian education courses 
completed, vocation, skills, and spiritual gifts of members. 


« Provide monthly reporting to evangelism chairperson on inactive members for 
follow-up. 


* Provide statistical information on church membership as requested. 


e Assist in the preparation of all districts, and conference required reporting on 
the membership of St. James UMC. 


* Communicate with all new members joining the church via welcome phone 
call. 
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e Send welcome letters to all new members. 


* Coordinate enrollment of new members into new member orientation and 
survival kit classes. 


# Prepare new member orientation packets and class materials for new member 
orientation and survival kit classes. 


« Track, compile, and analyze data to evaluate effectiveness of new member 
assimilation process. 


In August 2014, the membership coordinator was hired. Fortunately, the 
employee selected for the position was someone who served in the membership ministry 
and was familiar with the current new member assimilation process, which made for a 
smooth transition and the opportunity to quickly assess and identify problem areas in the 
current process, and ease in implementing the changes. 

A new responsibility of the membership coordinator was to manage the touch 
points of the new member. Each time a new member is contacted by a member of St. 
James UMC, it is considered a touch point. The first touch point was a call from the call 
team to the new member. On the Monday following a new member joining, the 
membership coordinator sends an email based on the demographics of the new member 
to the respective ministries, for example if the new member was a thirty year old female, 
the name and contact information of the new member would be forwarded to the young 
adult ministry and the women’s ministry. The respective ministries are responsible for 
reaching out to the new member, welcoming them to church, and telling them about their 
respective ministries and Bible study for their demographic. The respective ministry then 


notifies the membership coordinator that they have made contact with the new member. 
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The membership coordinator tracks the number of touch points the church has made with 
the new member. 

At a minimum, the new member should receive at least three to four “touches” 
from a member of the St. James UMC within the first month of becoming a member. The 
first week after joining the church, the first touch point comes from a member from the 
call team, welcoming them into the St. James family, the second week, the new member 
will receive a letter from the Senior Pastor welcoming them, The next touch will be a call 
from a ministry representative of the church based on the new members demographics. 
All of the touches are recorded and track by the membership coordinator to ensure that no 
new member falls through the cracks. 

Next the context associates took a look at the servant worker roles and realigned 
the duties and responsibilities: The call team: in the old process, servant workers serving 
on the call team were responsible for making the initial call to the member after they 
joined the church, to welcome them as members and get them enrolled in the new 
member orientation class and survival kit class. Problems with this included the 
designated call team member was not consistent in calling the new members, and 
enrolling them in New Membership Training. 

Call team members shared that it was often difficult reaching the new members, 
even after several attempts, and leaving messages, often times the new member would 
not return the call therefore making it impossible to enroll the new member into the new 
member orientation call and survival kit class. In the new process, the decision was made 
to have the call team continue to contact the new member in the first week after joining to 


simply talk with them and welcome them to the church or leave a message welcoming 
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them to the church, the responsibility of enrolling them into the new member orientation 
class and the survival kit class would be assigned to the receivers. 

The Receiver Team in the old process—-after a member responds to the invitation 
to discipleship, the new member would go with a member of the receiving team and 
complete the new member application and receive a welcome packet with information 
about our church and the new member orientation and survival kit classes. A 
representative told them that they would receive a call to enroll in the classes from the 
membership ministry team. In the new process, the revised change to the roles and 
responsibilities of the receiving team included enrolling the new member into the new 
member orientation and survival kit classes on the day that they join the church, instead 
of waiting to have a representative from the call team attempt to reach them the following 
week to enroll them 1n the classes. This change was crucial and made a huge impact on 
the number of new members enrolling into new member orientation and survival kit 
classes. 

The Ambassador team in the old process—the responsibilities of the ambassador 
was to reach out to the new member, introduce themselves as their ambassador and 
expiain that they are available to them, to answer any questions and to assist them with 
getting connected in the church. In the new process, the responsibility of the ambassador 
is to follow-up with the new member through the entire new member assimilation 
process. An ambassador would be assigned three but no more then five new members to 
reach out too with a phone call to encourage and support them through the new member 
assimilation process. The ambassador would make three calls, the first call would be at 


the start of the survival kit class, the second call would be during the third week of the 
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survival kit class and the final call would be upon completion of the class to congratulate 
them on completion of the new member assimilation process and to assist them with 
identifying a ministry to serve. Additionally, the ambassador follow-ups up with the 
respective ministry that new member joined to insure that the ministry has embraced the 
new member and that the new member is actively engaged in the respective ministry. 
The Administrative team in the old process—members from this team was 
responsible for coordinating the ministry fair once a quarter, to allow the new members 
an opportunity to meet representatives from the respective ministries of the church and to 
get information about and sign up to joined the ministry. The administrative team also 
planned the graduation celebration for those completing the new member assimilation 
process. This included, bringing the graduation class before the congregation on Sunday 
morning and acknowledging them before the congregation. In the new process, in 
addition to a large ministry fair being offered once a quarter, which was open to the entire 
congregation, the administrative team now coordinates a scaled down version of a 
ministry fair just for the new members. After the completion of the seven-week survival 
kit class, a small ministry fair is held to allow new members the immediate opportunity to 
become familiar with the various ministries of the church and select a ministry based on 
their spiritual gifts and graces in which they would like to serve. Because the decision 
was made to offer the New Member assimilation classes more frequent which will be 
explained later, the decision was made to continue to have the graduation celebration 
after the new member completed the process, but have the new members presented to the 


congregation once a quarter as a group. 


126 


After assessing the organizational structure of the membership ministry and 
making necessary changes to insure maximum effectiveness, the context associates 
looked at the actual classes themselves and revised the training material and content 
being taught in the new member and Survival kit classes. In the old process, the new 
member assimilation process included three components, new member orientation class 
which was a three hour course held on three consecutive Tuesday evenings, or on a 
Saturday for three hours, Survival Kit, an eight week small group foundational 
discipleship course, and lastly, the new member assimilation process culminated with a 
ministry fair, where representatives from the various ministries of the church set up 
displays to provide information to new members about their respective ministries and 


afford new members the opportunity to join and serve in ministry. 


Super Saturday New Member Orientation 

In the old process, a review of those enrolling in the Tuesday classes reflected that 
the classes were not well attended, and majority of the new members would not complete 
the three classes. In the new process, the decision was made to focus on improving the 
Saturday New member orientation class, and offer the class twice a month instead of 
once a month. The new member class is now called “Super Saturday New Member 
Orientation.” The new members are served a light breakfast, the class is very exciting and 
welcoming, the class is offered on the first and third Saturday’s of the month was served. 
This changed yielded greater number of members enrolling in and completing new 
member orientation. The Super Saturday New Members Orientation is a three-hour 


course that occurs on the first Saturday of every month. Super Saturday New Members 
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Orientation begins with a welcome and opening remarks followed by devotion. 
Following the devotion is a get acquainted ice breaker where the members of the class are 
given the opportunity to learn about their fellow new members. After this series of 
events, the members are offered a break. Following the break, the training objective is 
discussed. St. James UMC’s training objective is “to disseminate information regarding 
the United Methodist Church and the inner workings of St. James as a Methodist Church, 
in order to enable and empower the body to effectively fulfill the mission of the church. 

The next topic to be discussed is grace, salvation, and the cost of discipleship. In 
this section we discuss the three aspects of grace: prevenient, justifying, and sanctifying. 
We also discuss salvation being a deliverance from eternal death. The cost of discipleship 
is defined as “a cross that we all must bear to follow Jesus and we are called to spread the 
Gospel.” 

The next topic discussed is the St. James mission and vision statements. The 
mission of St. James is to “embrace, equip, and empower people to make disciples for 
Jesus Christ.” The vision of St. James “is to be a Christ-centered family of believers who 
earnestly seek a relationship with Jesus Christ, openly love and embrace those we 
encounter, and glorify God through dynamic Worship, passionate Witness, and 
authoritative Teaching, and unyielding Discipleship.” 

The next topic is the Core values, principles, beliefs, and church year of St. 
James. The core values are: love, commitment, biblical truth, steward leadership, 
accountability, integrity, respect, prayer, family, faith, and excellence. Included in the 
core values is the church motto, “Embracing, Equipping, and Empowering through the 


Love of Christ.” St. James believes in the Trinitarian: God the F ather, God the Son, and 
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God the Holy Spirit. St. James also believes in the Wesleyan Quadrilateral: scripture, 
tradition, reason, and experience. 

Also included in our beliefs are the Methodist Church symbol: the Cross and 
Flame. The Cross represents Jesus Christ and the Flame represents The Holy Spirit. This 
symbol relates the church to God through the second and third person of the Trinity. We 
also believe in the sacraments of baptism and communion. Our Christian year is marked 
by Sundays and special days that recognize and symbolize different times in the life of 
Jesus Christ and in the life of the church represented by the paraments. The Christian year 


calendar is pictured below. 





The next topic is the History of The United Methodist Church. The following 
section is the History of St. James United Methodist Church. In 1867, St. James Church 


was originally organized as the Alpharetta Colored Methodist Church. Its first location 
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was at 109 Cummings Street. In 1968, the Kimball Bridge Sanctuary was opened. In 
2000, St. James moved to an interim worship facility on Cumming Street. In 2001, St. 
James moved to a full-time interim facility on Hembree Parkway. In June of 2003, 15 
acres of land was purchased on Webb Bridge Road. In September of 2003, the 
construction began for the Webb Bridge Sanctuary. On September 12, 2004, St. James 
had its first service at its Webb Bridge Road location. At this point, new members are 
assembled for a tour of the church grounds. After the tour, the first section is The United 
Methodist Church Organizational Structure. The organizational structure is defined as, 
“The denomination is a democratic and representative organization. The manner by 
which the church is organized, the selection of leaders, and the way it uses its resources 
are determined by a majority of voting members at local, regional and international 
meetings called “conferences.’” The connectionism of the United Methodist Church is 


depicted by the following diagram. 
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The next topic is the structure and operations of St. James United Methodist 


Church. The local church structure is depicted by the following diagram. 
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Following is an overview of the ministries here at St. James UMC. These 
ministries include: Children, Health and Welfare, Ministers in Training, Technology, 
Christian Education, Historian, Music, United Methodist Men, Communications, 
Hospitality, Seniors, United Methodist Women, Couples, Intercessory Prayer, 
Fusion/Young Adults, Usher, Evangelism, Membership, Stephen, Worship, Greeters, 
Middle School, Stewardship, and Youth ministries. 

The final topic is the Lifestyle Stewardship Introduction. There are three 
principles of a stewardship lifestyle. The first principle is divine ownership. This is “the 
practice of biblical stewardship is the acceptance and acknowledgement of God’s 
ownership of everything entrusted to our care.” The second principle is the human 
principle which states that “God created man with a mandate to be the steward or 
manager of God’s earth.” The third and final principle is the “3T” resource management 
principle. It states that as a steward, “we are too serve God by being good managers of 


the resources of time, talent, and treasure.” 


Survival Kit-Eight Week Discipleship Course 

In the old process the eight week survival kit class was offered every nine weeks, 
which meant new members would have to wait two and sometimes three months to attend 
the survival kit class. In the new process, instead of a new Survival Kit class being 
offered once every other month, the decision was made to offer the survival kit class 
twice a month. A new survival kit class is being offered on the second and fourth 
Sunday’s of each month. This change has greatly increased the number of new member 


enrolling in and completing the course. 
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Survival Kit is a foundational discipleship course that teaches five key spiritual 
truths to live a victorious Christian life. The course is designed to create a solid 
foundation for new believers and a refresher for not-so-new believers, enabling new 
members to walk a victorious Christian walk and how to effectively share their faith with 
people. 

Week one of the Survival Kit course begins with the Introduction. During this 
class we discuss the class rules. The topic of this week’s introduction is “Being a 
Christian is far more than trusting Christ for salvation.” The reference scripture is John 
17:1-26. In this section, we discuss having a fellowship with God that grows deeper each 
day. This leads us into introducing “quiet time/meditation.” This topic is further 
discussed in Week two, Foundation Week. 

Week two ts Foundation Week. It is entitled “The Indwelling Christ.” The 
Memory verse for this week is Psalms 119:11, “I have hidden your word in my heart that 
I might not sin against you.” The purpose of this week’s lesson is the start of discipleship. 
I John 4:13-16 is read and “quiet time/meditation” is discussed in greater detail. The 
basis on how to have a quiet time/meditation is the main focus of this week’s lesson. Also 
discussed is learning how to pray. Steps are outlined on how to have a successful prayer 
relationship with God. 

Week three is entitled “The Body—lIts Life and Service.” The memory verse for 
this week is Romans 12:4-5, “Just as each of us has one body with many members, and 
these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one 
body, and each member belongs to all the others.” The purpose of this week is to become 


fit in the body of Christ. To fulfill this purpose, this week’s lesson focuses on learning to 
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live in the new relationship you have with other Christians because the Bible says that all 
believers make up the body of Christ. This week has several subtopics. This first subtopic 
is “Being in the Body.” The reference scriptures for this section are 1 Corinthians 12:12- 
13 and 2 Peter 2:9-10. The guiding questions for this section are, “How did we become a 
member/part of the body/church?” “The church is referred to as a “called out” people. 
What does that mean?” and “What is the difference between spiritual gifts and talents?” 
The next subtopic is “Unity and life in the Body.” The reference scriptures for this 
section are 1 Corinthians 12:14-17, Acts 2:42-47 and Acts 4:32-35. The guiding 
questions for this section are, “How can you use your gifts to serve one another in the 
church and the help the church carry out the work of Christ?” “What are the three 
common attributes of the church members described in the reference scriptures?” The 
final subtopic is “Function in love.” The reference scripture for this section is 1 
Corinthians 13:1-13. The guiding questions are, “What is the greatest reality?” “What are 
the qualities or virtues of love?” 

Week four is entitled “Natures—The Old and the New.” The memory verse for 
this week is Galatians 5:16, 22-23, “So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify 
the desires of the sinful nature.” “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.” The purpose of this week 
is titled, “To have victory over sin.” The first subtopic is, “You belong to your choice.” 
The reference scriptures are: Galatians 5:17, Romans 7:14-24, and Galatians 5:22-23. The 
guiding questions are: “How does the Bible describe the inner conflict between the two 
natures?” “What is the old nature” “What is the new nature?” “How did you behave when 


you were in your old nature?” “What happened when you became a Christian?” “What 
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Fruit of the Spirit are you lacking and asking God to provide?” The next subtopic is 
“Controlled by the indwelling Christ.” The reference scriptures are Galatians 2:20 and 
Romans 6:12-13. The guiding questions are: “What 1s it that Christ wants most from us?” 
and “What areas do you have difficulty surrendering full control to Christ?” The final 
section is “Victory through surrender.” The reference scriptures are Ephesians 4:22-24 
and Philippians 4:7-8. The guiding question is “What can you do to find renewal in your 
mind?” 

Week five is entitled “Aspects of Salvation.” The memory verse is Philippians 
1:6, “Being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to 
completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” The purpose of this week is ““The assurance of 
salvation.” The reference scriptures are Philippians 1:3-11 and 1 Peter 3-9, 13. This 
section focuses on the three stages of salvation: past, present, and future. The subtopic is 
“The Beginning Event.” The reference scripture is 2:8-9. The guiding question is, “What 
did you do to deserve God’s forgiveness?” The next subtopic is, “The continuing 
process.” The reference scriptures are Galatians 2:20, Romans 5:10, and Ephesians 5:18. 
The reference question is, “How does Christ live in us?” The final subtopic is, “The Final 
Event.” The reference scripture is Ephesians 1:13-14. The guiding questions are: “What 
are some things you make a down payment on and what does that down payment do?” 
and “How does your ‘salvation past’ reserve your inheritance in the kingdom for your 
future.” 

Week six is entitled “Sources of Authority—the Inadequate and the Adequate.” 
The memory verses are 2 Timothy 3:16, “All scripture is God-breathed and is useful for 


teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness.” And 1 Corinthians 2:14, 
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“The man without the Spirit does not accept the things of the spirit of God, for they are 
foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually 
discerned.” This week’s purpose is “To find the Truth.” There are three inadequate 
sources of authority which have a certain place in determining truth; they are intellect, 
tradition, and experiences. But, the true ultimate source of authority for a Christian is 
scripture—the written Word of God, the Bible. The first subtopic is “Three inadequate 
sources.” The guiding questions are: “What are the three inadequate sources of 
authority?” “What is the definition of intellect?” “What is the definition of experiences?” 
and “What is the definition of tradition?” Intellect is defined for this class as, “truth 
determined by your ability to reason what is right or wrong, good or bad.” Experiences 
are defined for this class as, “determines truth by your senses, feelings, and emotions.” 
Tradition is defined for this class as, “beliefs structured by those which have been 
important to your ancestors.” The next subtopic is “intellect and tradition.” The reference 
scriptures are Mark 12:24, 1 Corinthians 2:9-14, and Matthew 15:1-9. The reference 
questions are: ““Why were the Sadducees wrong or in error?” “What was the Sadducees 
source of authority for their religious system?” “What is the only way we can understand 
spiritual things?” and “Can you think of some things that are done out of tradition in your 
family or church?” The next subtopic is “Experiences.” The reference scripture is 
Colossians 2:18-19. The guiding questions are: “Where is the source of growth in the 
body of Christ found?” and “Do all religions lead to the same God?” The final section is 
entitled “Scripture—the one true source.” The reference scripture is John 14:2-3 and 


Psalm 37:31. The guiding questions are: “What reason do you have to believe these 
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promises will be kept in the future?” “What four things is the Bible useful for?” and 
“Where should the authority of the scripture be kept?” 

Week seven is entitled “The 5—and—5 Principle.” The memory verse is 
Philippians 4:6, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and 
petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” The second memory verse for 
this week is Matthew 28:18-20, “Then Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and 
teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you 
always, to the end of the age.” This week’s purpose is entitled “To please God.” The first 
subtopic is “Ten you can win.” The reference questions are: “What is the remedy for 
being anxious?” “What can you talk to God about?” and “Why does God want you to 
pray?” The next topic 1s called “The three aspects of prayer.” The reference scripture 1s 
Matthew 7:7. Here we discuss the three aspects of prayer: ask, seek, and knock. The final 
subtopic is entitled “Sharing your faith.” The reference scripture is Matthew 28:18-20. 
The guiding questions are: “What is your responsibility to witness to others?” and “Is 
there anyone you feel you cannot witness to and why not?” 

The final week is entitled “An Overview of Spiritual Gifts.” The memory verse 1s 
Romans 12:4-5, “Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these 
members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one 
body, and each member belongs to all the others.” In this week, we discuss the difference 
between spiritual gifts and talents and how spiritual gifts are used in the body of the 


church. The class participants must take a spiritual gifts inventory and present a five 


Loy 


minute presentation on their top three gifts. Each presenter must answer the questions: 
“Were you surprised by the results? Why or why not?” and “What area of ministry do 
you plan to serve in this season?” 

In addition to attending the eight-week survival kit classes, the participants must 
participate in two outreach projects together. Examples of outreach projects have been 
preparing sack lunches as a group and feeding the homeless, or visiting residents of the 
local nursing home as a group. Also the class must put in place a phone tree by the 
second week of class where each week the facilitator will call a class participant and that 
participant, must call the next participant on the list, and so on until all the class 
participants have been contacted, and the last participant contacts the class facilitator. 
These two activities are designed to draw the group members closer together so they stay 
connected and form a bond. Each new class starting is assigned a name based on a book 
of the Bible. For example, the class starting on the second Sunday of the month will be 
the class of Genesis, the class will pick a favorite scripture from the book of genius, 
which will be the class scripture, and will also be printed on the back of their classes, T- 
shirt. Each participant in a class will receive a t-shirt with their class name and scripture 


on it. The next new class to start class will be the class of Exodus, and so on. 


Ministry Fair 

The theme for the ministry fair is Psalm 100:2 “serve the Lord with gladness,” In the old 
process the Ministry fair was held once a quarter and was open to not only new members 
but the entire congregation. In the new process, in addition to having a quarterly ministry 


fair open to the entire congregation, a mini version of the ministry fair just for the new 
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member is held after the completion of each survival kit class, to showcase the various 
ministries in the church and afford the new members the opportunity to explore the ways 
in which they can serve and become active in the life and ministries of the church. 
Additionally, in the old process, once a new member signed up for a ministry at 
the ministry fair, the responsibility for the new member no longer rested with the 
membership ministry but the responsibility rested with the ministry for which they agreed 
to serve. In the new process, there is now a handoff, of the new member to the ministry to 
insure that the respective ministries reached out to d embraced the new member that 
signed up, and that these new members are in fact actively engaged in the ministries for 


which they joined. 


Train the Trainer 

In order to offer both courses, Super Saturday New Member Orientation and 
Survival Kit class more frequently, we recruited facilitators and conducted a train the 
trainer session for both the Super Saturday new member orientation and survival kit class. 
Facilitator guides were developed to insure that all facilitator’s new as well as seasoned 
facilitators were teaching the same consistent curriculum. Eleven new facilitators were 
trained to facilitate our survival kit course and six new facilitators were trained to 


facilitate our Super Saturday New Member orientation course. 
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Summary of Learning 

Aithough there has been a reported decline in church attendance in the United 
States of America in the last decade," St. James United Methodist Church in Alpharetta, 
Georgia has shown an increase in membership. Demographics were considered as St. 
James UMC is the dominant African American church’ in a predominantly Caucasian 
Alpharetta Community.° However, the Associate Pastor discovered that there was poor 
attendance in New Membership Orientation Classes, therefore leading to less ministry 
involvement. After evaluating the new member assimilation process and implementing 
recommended changes to the process 87% of new members completed the Super 
Saturday New Member Orientation and 73% of new members completed the eight week 
new members Survival kit course and member engagement and assimilation into the first 
quarter of 2015.’ 

This project may very well be a model for those in the body of Christ to follow if 
they desire to acquire and assimilate new members while forging a deeper relationship 
with God. Although this project occurred because of what was necessary for St. James 
United Methodist Church, it can be duplicated and transferred to other communities. 

Although this project has been launched considering previous measurements of 


past statistical data that dealt with low member engagement in ministries; there must be a 





* Rebecca Barnes, Linda Lowry, and Kelly Shattuck, “7 Startling Facts,” www.churchleaders.com, 
2013, accessed January 18, 2015, http://www.churchleaders.com/pastors/pastor-articles/139575-7-startling- 
facts-an-up-close-look-at-church-attendance-in-america. html. 


> Black City Info.com, accessed January 20, 2015, http://www.blackcityinfo. com/georgia 
/georgia-alpharetta. html. 


® United States Census Bureau, accessed January 20, 2015, http://quickfacts.census.gov /qfd/ 
states/13/1301696.html, 4. 


* Membership coordinator, St. James United Methodist Church 2014-First quarter 2015 
Membership Statistics. 


140 


secondary research® launched. Although this research focused on enhancing an existing 
model or process of new member assimilation in a thriving congregation, namely St 
James United Methodist church, this new member assimilation model can be replicated in 
other congregations. 

To make this model stronger, identifying and understanding why some new 
members completed the Super Saturday New Member Orientation, but failed to take the 
eight week Survival kit class is important. Putting a process in place to immediately 
follow-up with those who signed up for courses but did not attend would enhance this 
model and potentially improve the assimilation rate of new members. 

Additionally, since the implementation of this project yielded positive results in 
terms of getting new members assimilated into the church and signed up in a ministry, it 
would be great to explore the possibility of forming small group bible studies out of each 


class of new members. 


Additionally, the plan is to gather past data to identify all members who have not 
taken the new member orientation and or survival kit class, and make a major push 
towards getting all members new and old through our new member assimilation process 
because as my research proves, if members become rooted and grounded in the heart and 
soul of the church based on a biblical model of assimilation, greater member participation 


will occur in the ongoing ministries of the church. 





* Jeanne Liedtka, Tim Ogilvie, and Rachel Brozenske, The Designing for Growth Field Book: A 
Step-by-step Project Guide (New York, NY: Columbia Business School Publishing, 2014), 44. 
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Lessons Learned 

In the beginning of the process, input and feedback was solicited from the entire 
membership ministry at the monthly membership team meeting. It started out a little slow 
as there were many ideas but few were willing to commit to get the job done. At the next 
membership meeting it was imperative that the membership ministry needed to 
understand just how important and valuable the work that they do was to the body of 
believers called St. James UMC. At the next membership team meeting, we began to 
stress and emphasize, that the role of the membership team was vitally important to the 
growth of the church and accomplishing the great commission, For example we discussed 
that although the choir is important, if a choir member misses a rehearsal, it’s not the end 
of the world, however, if a member of the membership ministry misses reaching out to a 
new member, or fail to do their part to insure that a new member is not properly 
assimilated into the life of the church, the new member may leave the church, become 
isolated, or even walk away from the faith altogether. After this discussion, the 
membership team had a renewed since of purpose, and became excited and passionate 
about the work of their ministry. With this shift in the minds and hearts of the team, it 
was easier to move forward with the project. 

Although we had buy-in from the team, there was still some pushback when we 
began to actually implement the project. Some members of the membership ministry 
were resistant to change. For instance, some felt that offering a new eight-week course to 
start on the second and fourth Sunday of each month was too much. As we began to 
identify new facilitators to facilitate the additional courses, some membership team 


members who were seasoned facilitators, were concerned that the newly trained 
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facilitators needed additional training other then the train the trainer sessions. These 
initial concerns were addressed by maintaining open dialogue and transparency and 
flexibility throughout the process and reaching compromises like agreeing to let the new 
facilitator shadow the seasoned facilitator for a couple of classes before allowing them to 
facilitate on their own. Also, paring a new facilitator with an old facilitator, too co- 
facilitate a class. 

Additionally, assigning team leads to the respective teams and allowing them to 
drive the process and implement the changes in their respective areas, worked really well. 
One of the greatest lessons learned was to trust the process. Entering the Doctor of 
Ministry program is by far the most rewarding and ambitious goals accomplished. It was 
truly a walk of faith. Being a person who likes to see the entire plan from start to finish, it 
was truly a faith journey and a blessing experiencing God’s transforming grace, lead and 
guide my matriculation through the Doctor of Ministry program. After arriving home 
after each intensive, my mind would feel like it was going to explode, but the words of 
my mentors, “trust the process” would always play loudly and drown out the doubts and 
fears. Working with my peer group was an amazing experience, listening to some of the 
most brilliant minds as we shared our spiritual autobiographies and discussed our 


projects, I will forever remember. 


Conclusion 
Throughout the body of believers-the church in the United States of America— 
has provided research articles, statements, sermons, and rumors that the church is in 


decline. Holding to Christian ecclesial, St. James looked inside itself and not outside at 
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the community to seek why it was not making the connection with new members and 
ministry. This project offered a solution for the church to examine itself and act on the 
findings. When members become rooted and grounded in the heart and soul of the church 
based on a biblical model of assimilation, greater member participation will occur in the 


ongoing ministries of the church. 
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